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Researchers in  psychology, ch ild  development, education, and o ther 
d isc ip lines have docum ented a steady erosion in  the q u a lity  o f ch ildhood 
and w ith  it, a decrease in  perseverance, a tten tion , and se lf-d isc ip line  in  
the  classroom . A n over-sa tu ra tion  w ith  pre-program m ed e lectron ic toys, 
games, and en te rta inm ent and over-scheduling w ith  adu lt-d irected  
ac tiv ities  have le ft today’s ch ild ren  and adolescents w ith  litt le  in c lin a tio n  
or free tim e to  explore, discover, and develop such “ in trap e rso n a l” s k ills  
as so rting  o u t th e ir feelings, solving problem s, and tapp ing  in to  th e ir 
inna te  creativ ity .
To exam ine th is  trend  on a local level, a survey was conducted on 
ch ildhood pastim es, fo llow ing the find ings o f geographer Roger H art, 
whose 1979 s tudy Children's Experience of Place detailed a ch ild ’s 
fundam enta l need fo r self-discovered and se lf-constructed places. A long 
w ith  questions on a w ide range o f p u rsu its , the survey held key 
questions dealing w ith  secret places, such as h ideouts and tree houses, 
and w ith  o ther im aginative activ ities such as secret codes, personal 
inven tions, and im ag inary friends and anim als. The survey was 
adm in iste red to 352 in d iv id u a ls  in  s ix age groups, from  age 9 to  66+.
The data were analyzed bo th  w ith in  each age category and across 
categories, con firm ing  the conclusions o f H a rt and others and suggesting 
some s ig n ifica n t new dim ensions and perspectives. Key find ings  are 
discussed and sum m arized in  ba r graphs and num erica l tables.
As a possible antidote to the phenom enon o f declin ing  ch ildhood 
crea tiv ity , the concept o f a  secret place became the basis o f cu rricu lu m  
fo r ju n io r  h igh  a rt classes, w ith  positive and p rom ising  resu lts .
C lassroom  praxis is  described and illu s tra te d  w ith  examples o f s tuden t 
w ork, b o th  v isua l and textua l.
The next step in  the experim ent was the app lica tion  o f the secret place 
concept to the investiga to r’s own creativ ity . Th is led to  the p roduction  o f 
seven large pa in tings and e ight free-verse poems, w h ich , in  tu rn , were 
reproduced in  sm aller fo rm a t to y ie ld  a lim ite d  ed ition  o f hand-bound 
books. The genesis o f the w orks is  described, accom panied by 
reproductions o f the pa in tings and poems.
F ina lly , broader environm enta l and c u ltu ra l im p lica tions are suggested 
along w ith  ram ifica tions fo r the classroom , fam ilies, and com m unities.
A rts  and E ducation
A  Secret Place: An E xperim ent in  D iscovery and C rea tiv ity  (93)
D irecto r: D r. Jam es D. K riley
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Imagination is more important than knowledge.
-A lb e rt E ins te in
L ittle  Tree and o l’ M aud the hound roam ed the m ounta in ,
exp loring  the tra ils , looking a fte r every creature th a t inhab ited  th a t
b e a u tifu l place. He and M aud knew  the spring  b ranch  w ell, and they
scam pered along its  banks, up  the ho llow  ta lk in g  to the swallows, L ittle
Tree squa tting  like  a g ian t to s tudy the litt le  m arshes, d iscovering rock
m innow s and m usk bugs, learn ing  the  secret o f frogs:
Follow ing the spring  branch  was how  I found the secret 
place. I t  was a little  ways up the side o f the m oun ta in  and 
hem m ed in  w ith  laure l. I t  was n o t very big, a grass kn o ll 
w ith  an old sweet gum  tree bending down. W hen I saw it, I 
knew  it  was m y secret place, and so I w ent there a whole lo t.
O l’ M aud taken  to going w ith  me. She liked  i t  too, and we 
w ou ld  s it under the sweet gum  and lis te n —and w atch . . . .  I 
reckined [sic] I was too young to keep a secret, fo r I had to 
te ll G ranm a about m y place. She w asn’t  su rp rised -w h ich  
surprised  me. G ranm a said a ll Cherokees had a secret 
place. . . . She said she reckined m ost everybody had a 
secret place, b u t she cou ldn ’t  be certa in , as she had never 
made in q u irie s  o f it. G ranm a said it  was necessary. W hich 
made me feel r ig h t good about having one. (C arter 58, 59)
In  Forrest C arter’s autob iographica l novel about rem em brances o f life
w ith  h is  Cherokee grandparents, the sm all boy discovers the
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im portance o f having a secret place, regardless o f one’s age. “G ranm a 
said i t  was necessary.” I t  is!
As a v isu a l a rts  educator fo r sixteen years, I have been concerned 
by the gradual, ye t steady decline in  some studen ts ’ general perform ance 
in  crea tiv ity , im ag ination , and the sim ple patience needed fo r com pleting 
q u a lity  o rig in a l a rtw ork. I am seeing, in  m any students, an increase in  
com placency, passivity, lack o f inqu isitiveness, and overa ll laziness. I 
believe th is  a larm ing, subtle  trend  is due to in s id ious c u lp rits  in  ou r 
m odem  Am erican lifesty le . Today, ch ild ren  are raised in  a w orld  where 
speed is  the need; days are packed to  overflow ing w ith  a flu rry  o f 
scheduled hustle -and -bustle  activ ities, w ith  little  or no s ile n t tim e; and 
te levision, videos, and com puter-re lated pastim es reign.
I t  is  evident th a t in  m ost people’s lives, bo th  ch ild re n ’s and a d u lts ’, 
there m ay have been no experience o f such a haven as Forrest C arter 
found fo r h im self; indeed, L ittle  Tree’s (C arter’s) tra n q u il, secret place 
does n o t ex ist in  the w orld  m ost know  today. Yet the scarc ity  and even 
foreignness o f scenes like  the one C arter evokes do n o t m ake the 
personal haven any less re levant to life  today; qu ite  the reverse. 
Consequently, as a cu lm in a tion  o f a three-year M aster’s Degree project,
I have explored the concept o f a secret place as an antido te  fo r the 
burgeoning damage th a t childhood, in  p a rticu la r, is  in cu rrin g .
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The secret place comes in  m any guises. Perhaps i t  is poets, w ith
th e ir acute aesthetic sensitiv ities, who have best defined the  essence o f
the secret place. W illia m  B lake’s Auguries of Innocence, fo r instance,
captures m om ents o f wonder:
To see a W orld in  a G ra in  o f Sand 
And a Heaven in  a W ild  Flower 
Hold In fin ity  in  the palm  o f you hand 
And E te rn ity  in  an hour. (Suransky 39)
A n excerpt from  Robert F rost’s appealing Birches offers a d e lig h tfu l
exp lanation  o f the b irch  trees’ ben t appearance:
I should  prefer to  have some boy bend them  
As he w ent ou t and in  to  fetch the cows- 
Some boy too fa r from  tow n to  learn  baseball,
Whose on ly p lay was w ha t he found him self,
Sum m er or w in te r, and could p lay alone.
One by one he subdued h is  fa th e r’s trees 
By rid in g  them  down over and over again 
U n til he took the stiffness ou t o f them . (Frost 107-108)
In  A Child’s Garden of Verses, Robert Louis Stevenson describes a ch ild ’s
secret place m uch like  th a t o f L ittle  Tree’s in  “M y K ingdom ” :
Down by a sh in ing  w ater w ell 
I found a very litt le  dell,
No h igher than  m y head.
The heather and the gorse about 
In  sum m er bloom  were com ing out,
Some yellow  and some red.
I called the little  pool a sea;
The litt le  h ills  were b ig  to me;
For I am very sm all.
I made a boat, I made a town,
I searched the caverns up and down,
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A nd nam ed them  one and a ll.
A nd a ll about was m ine, I said,
The litt le  sparrows overhead,
The little  m innow s too.
Th is was the w orld  and I was king;
For me the bees came by to sing,
For me the swallows flew.
(Stevenson 64-65)
The m agic o f inside  places is v iv id ly  captured by A. A. M ilne ’s im aginative
c h ild ’s eye view  o f an o rd ina ry staircase in  “H alfway Down” :
H alfw ay down the sta irs  
Is a s ta ir 
W here I s it.
There is n ’t  any 
O ther s ta ir 
Q uite  like  
It.
I ’m  no t a t the  bottom ,
I ’m  no t a t the top;




H alfw ay up the sta irs  
Isn ’t  up,
A nd is n ’t  down 
I t  is n ’t  the nursery,
I t  is n ’t  the tow n
And a ll sorts o f fu n n y  thoughts
R un round  m y head:
“It  is n ’t  re a lly  
Anywhere!
I t ’s somewhere else 
Instead! (M ilne 83J
C aro lyn Adelm an speaks o f the ch ildhood th a t I personally rem em ber:
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C hildhood was a gentle place, an easing in to  age 
W ith  discoveries made a t one’s own pace, absorb ing life  and 
F ind ing  secu rity  in  self-knowledge, its  sunny in te rludes las ting  
forever.
I delighted in  secret places
Losing m yse lf in  caves hollowed in  the haym ow
And h id in g  in  the dark, ancient m ilk-house, m y su lk in g  place
And c lim b ing  the silo  ladder skyward, m y so lita ry  th in k in g  place
And tim e to  experience se lf and solitude.
In  th a t gentle place m y sou l learned the w onder o f discovery
And the awe o f contem plation
And the wonders o f tim e. (Adelman)
The secret place has its  own life , its  own re a lity , and affords its  
occupant escape—space—quie t—a sense of c la rity , tim e to  th in k , a tim e 
to  lis te n  to  one’s own voice, im agine, reflect, and play. Howard G ardner 
labels these in trape rsona l activ ities as “access to one’s own feeling 
life — one’s range o f affects o r em otions: the capacity in s ta n tly  to effect 
d iscrim in a tio n s  among these feelings and, eventually, to label them , to 
enm esh them  in  sym bolic codes, to draw  upon them  as a means o f 
understand ing  and gu id ing  one’s behavior” (G ardner 239). G ardner 
in s is ts  th a t th is  form  o f knowledge is o f trem endous im portance in  th a t i t  
is also closely tied  to  the in te rpersona l sk ills  o f looking outw ard, tow ard 
the behavior, feelings, and m otivations o f others. H is research ind icates 
th a t n e ith e r form  o f in te lligence, under o rd ina ry  circum stances, can 
develop w ith o u t the o ther (G ardner 241). I t  is  clear th a t w ith o u t norm al
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developm ent o f in trapersona l and in terpersona l sk ills , an in d iv id u a l w ill 
m ost lik e ly  be a lia b ility  in  society. “The less a person understands the 
feelings, the responses, and the behavior o f others, the m ore lik e ly  he w ill 
in te ra c t inapp rop ria te ly  w ith  them  and therefore fa il to  secure h is  proper 
place w ith in  the larger com m unity” (G ardiner 254).
The developm ent o f personal knowledge is a n a tu ra l process i f  i t  is 
allowed. Noted European pedagogy th e o ris t M artinus J . Langveld w rote 
in  1967:
C h ild ren  are no t form ed and in fluenced by schooling alone; 
they are draw n ju s t as m uch by th e ir own w orld  and th e ir 
own se lf-constitu ted  environm ents. And fo r th is , ch ild re n  do 
no t need ju s t the fo rm al upb ring ing  o f the school 
cu rricu lu m ; they also need freedom  and openness to the 
becom ing o f th a t w h ich  is as yet undeterm ined and 
uncerta in . (Langeveld)
I t  is up  to parents in  p a rticu la r, and teachers when possible, to  o ffer the
ch ild  access to special places in  tru s te d  environm ents. H idden places
th a t p e rm it access to  w orlds b rim m ing  w ith  the poss ib ilities  o f new and
m ean ing fu l experiences. “D u ring  a ll the stages leading to adu lthood, the
secret place rem ains an asylum  in  w h ich  the persona lity  can m ature;
th is  se lf-creating  process o f th is  stand ing  apart from  others, th is
experim ent, th is  grow ing in  self-awareness, th is  creative peace and
absolute in tim a cy  demand it—fo r they are on ly possible in  alone-ness”
(Langeveld).
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The no tio n  o f the secret place and the activ ities th a t can take place 
there is  a ca ta lyst fo r crea tiv ity , im ag ination , and free play. Developing 
im ag ina tion  is an im p o rta n t way to gain knowledge (Lee). Psychologist 
E rik  E rikson  explains, “Im aginative p lay is a p recursor o f conceptual 
th o u g h t—in  w h ich  poss ib ilities are explored upon the in n e r ‘stage’ o f a 
c h ild ’s im ag ina tion ” (cited in  Lee). T ha t p lay is o f cen tra l im portance in  a 
c h ild ’s life  is w e ll supported by decades o f research. Im aginative p lay is 
ju s t as im p o rta n t in  a ch ild ’s developm ent as learn ing  num bers and the 
ABCs; i t  is  an abso lu te ly c ritic a l p a rt o f childhood. Yale U n ive rs ity  ch ild  
developm ent psychologists D oro thy and Jerom e S inger a ffirm , “A  c ritic a l 
feature o f a d u lt life  is ou r a b ility  to create stories we te ll ourselves about 
possible fu tu re s  and ways o f a tta in in g  ou r goals” (cited in  Lee). C h ild ren  
need to get an early s ta rt in  such in n e r s to ry te lling  and m enta l 
m a n ip u la tio n  o f various s itua tions. The Singers have also shown th a t 
ch ild re n  who are good a t im agin ing, th a t is, creating scenarios from  th e ir 
own m inds, n o t from  a m enu o f poss ib ilities, have superio r 
concentra tion , less aggression, m ore se n s itiv ity  to others, and the a b ility  
to take m ore pleasure in  w ha t they do (Healy Failure 228).
Through play, p a rticu la rly  open-ended p lay th a t requires the 
c h ild ’s in p u t and im ag ination , ch ild ren  fin d  paths to discovery and 
understand ing , and along the way, they open the door to  independence,
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self-confidence, and u n lim ite d  po ten tia l (Lee). Researcher Joan A lm on
sum s up the  v ita l connection between p lay and crea tiv ity :
A lthough  p lay is a steady p a rt o f hea lthy ch ild re n ’s lives, i t  is 
n o t easy to define w ha t p lay is. I prefer to th in k  o f i t  as a 
b u bb ling  spring  o f hea lth  and crea tiv ity  w ith in  each 
ch ild -a nd , fo r th a t m atte r, w ith in  every hum an being.
Sometimes th is  spring  seems to stop flow ing b u t i t  rem ains 
a t the hea rt o f every hum an being and, w ith  a b it o f e ffort, 
the blockages can be cleared away and a creative, p la y fu l 
s p ir it can flow  again. Th is can happen a t any age. (Almon)
B io log ist K a rl Groos, around the tu rn  o f the  century, w rote two
volum es on the im portance o f p lay in  the lives o f an im als and hum ans.
He argued th a t p lay was a prepara tion  fo r life . He noted th a t young
an im als p lay a t s ta lk in g  games th a t prepare them  as adu lts  to pursue
th e ir prey. S im ila rly , when ch ild ren  pretend play, they are preparing  to
assum e a d u lt roles (E lk ind  196). As ch ild ren  use sym bolic objects to
pretend, they are broadening th e ir m enta l landscapes and b u ild in g
a bstract ab ilitie s . U n fo rtuna te ly, some preschool teachers repo rt th a t
s tim u lu s-sa tu ra te d  ch ild ren  are losing the a b ility  to  p lay spontaneously.
“ I t  takes me u n til a fte r C hristm as to  get them  to pretend th a t a b lock is a
lo a f o f bread” (Healy Failure 224).
Research ind icates strong lin k s  between creative p lay and
language, physica l, cognitive, and social development, developm ent o f
m athem atica l ab ilitie s , em pathy, social a ltru ism , ind ica to rs  o f hea lth ,
and problem -solving sk ills , convergent and divergent, bo th  o f w h ich  are
essentia l fo r life . The resounding answer to  where c re a tiv ity  comes from
is play-good o ld unm onitored, u n s tru c tu re d , free and open p lay (Almon).
And as a side note, according to D r. Jane Healy, organized sports do no t
q u a lify  as “p lay” in  the same sense because they are s tru c tu re d  by adu lts
and la ck  spontaneity. Researcher Sara S m ilansk has observed th a t
ch ild re n  who show the greatest capacities fo r social m ake-believe p lay
also d isp lay more im ag ination  and less aggression, and possess a greater
a b ility  to  use language fo r speaking and understand ing  others (A lm on).
B rya n t Furlow , in  an a rtic le  fo r New Scientist, a rticu la tes the re la tion sh ip
between p lay and m enta l hea lth :
C h ild ren  destined to  su ffe r m enta l illnesses such as 
schizophrenia as adu lts, fo r example, engage in  precious 
little  social p lay early in  life . B u t can a lack o f p lay affect the 
c re a tiv ity  and leaning ab ilitie s  o f no rm a l ch ild ren? No one 
know s fo r sure, b u t there is a grow ing concern th a t p lay is 
d isappearing from  ch ildhood and th a t th is  w ill affect 
ch ild re n ’s physical, social, and em otional hea lth . W hen ra t 
pups are denied the o p p o rtu n ity  to  p lay they grow sm aller 
neocortices and lose the a b ility  to  app ly social ru les when 
they do in te ra c t w ith  th e ir peers, (cited in  Alm on)
It  is  th ro u g h  p lay th a t the ch ild  res truc tu res and re invents; i t  is  the
mode th ro u g h  w h ich  th ings in  the w orld  disclose themselves. The
tra n s fo rm in g  na tu re  o f p lay allows the ch ild  to become fu lly  realized as a
hum an being (Suransky 172).
Play fosters cu rios ity , w h ich  is a m a jo r ca ta lyst to  learn ing, the
cornerstone o f crea tiv ity , and the on ly so lu tion  to  com placency.
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Becom ing an in q u is itive  person is a p re-requ is ite  fo r grow ing up w ith  the 
p o te n tia l fo r liv in g  an enrich ing  life . “Inqu is itiveness m ay be the 
beg inn ing  o f m ean ingfu l learn ing, b u t beyond th a t, i t  is one perm anent 
and ce rta in  cha racte ris tic  o f citizens o f a th riv in g  dem ocracy who seek 
se lf-en rich ing  w orlds o f sc ien tific , aesthetic, and h u m a n is tic  exp lora tion  
and discovery” (Bareli 225). Sam uel Johnson w rote in  1751, “C u rio s ity  is 
one o f the perm anent and ce rta in  characteristics o f a vigorous m in d ” 
(cited in  B are li 225).
U n fo rtuna te ly , m odem  trends reveal th a t we are becom ing a 
p lay less society, in  the sense o f free, creative play, and th is  has le ft m any 
ch ild re n  passive and lack ing  m otiva tion  fo r lea rn ing  (Almon). C hief 
offenders in  th is  phenom enon are the lack o f s ile n t tim e due to over­
scheduling a ch ild ’s life  (inc lud ing  the prevalence o f organized sports) 
and ch ild re n ’s dependence on e lectronic en te rta inm ent: te levision, 
videos, and com puters.
“H yperparenting ,” a recent catch phrase, is defined as an over­
scheduled fa m ily  style th a t, in  some circles is being tou ted  as the best 
way to  raise ch ild ren—to raise “w inners” . This program  prom ises to 
create successful ch ild ren  who get in to  H arvard, Yale, S tanford, Cornell, 
and Princeton. The b lu e p rin t: enrich  every facet o f a ch ild ’s life  done 
th ro u g h  activ ities sta rted  early—preferably p rena ta lly—com bined w ith
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in tense practice, paren ta l selflessness, and ceaseless devotion to being 
the best (Rosenfeld).
Accord ing to  D r. A lv in  Rosenfeld, the w idespread adoption o f th is  
over-scheduled fa m ily  style has a ltered fa m ily  lives. “In  the  past 20 
years, u n s tru c tu re d  ch ild re n ’s activ ities have declined by 50 percent, 
s tru c tu re d  sports tim e has doubled, household conversations have 
become fa r less frequent, fam ily  d inners have declined 33 percent, and 
fa m ily  vacations have decreased by 28 percent (Rosenfeld). D r. Rosenfeld 
goes on to say th a t m any o f today’s ch ild ren  are so tig h tly  scheduled th a t 
m any have never invented a backyard game, and few get rewarded fo r the 
jo y  they found in  discovering, im agin ing, creating, and exploring. In  
m any instances, w hen no t in  constant, frenzied m otion, some ch ild re n  
have no idea w ha t to  do and become bored. “Boredom ” , u su a lly  a 
dreaded word, is n o t necessarily bad, and under the d iscernm ent o f 
tu n e d -in  adu lts , can lead to  “free tim e” o r “unscheduled” tim e w h ich  can 
s tim u la te  ch ild re n  to  th in k , create, im agine, and hear the  w hisperings o f 
th e ir own in n e r voice, the one th a t makes them  w rite  a s to ry  or b u ild  an 
“in ve n tio n ” o u t o f odds and ends, o r im agine an elaborate adventure from  
ins ide  a discarded cardboard box. C h ild ren  m ust have the o p p o rtu n ity  
to  m ake o f space and silence a w orld  o f m eaning; awaken th e ir cu rio s ity  
and develop according to th e ir own tim etab le  (Suransky 38).
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Psychologists and psych ia tris ts  recognize th a t feelings and em otions are 
the m ost com plex and in trica te  p a rt o f developm ent. Feelings and 
em otions have th e ir own tim in g  and rh y th m  and cannot be h u rrie d  
(E lk ind  12). Rosenfeld a ffirm s, “K ids need tim e to be alone, to rehearse 
in  th e ir m inds, to  re lax.”
As a re s u lt o f such h u rry in g , ch ild ren  are p u t under undue stress, 
they learn  im patience, and researchers say th a t because there is less 
em phasis and tim e to “go o u t and p lay ,” ch ild ren  these days are on th e ir 
way to  being the m ost u n fit ever. C h ild ren  need tim e to grow, to  learn, 
and to develop. C hildhood is an im p o rta n t stage o f life  to  w h ich  ch ild re n  
are en titled . H u rry in g  ch ild ren  in to  adu lthood vio lates the sa n c tity  o f life  
(E lk ind  202).
A no ther c u lp rit th a t robs ch ild ren  o f tim e fo r spontaneous p lay is
technology-re la ted pastim es. D r. Susan Johnson had w orked
professiona lly as a Physician C onsu ltan t a t the School H ealth  C enter in
San Francisco, s tudying  the effects te levision has on ch ild ren . B u t i t
w asn’t  u n til she in tim a te ly  observed her own six-year-o ld  th a t the real
im pact o f how  te levision a ltered behavior became clear to  her:
Before w atch ing TV, he w ould  be outside in  nature , content 
to  look a t bugs, make th ings w ith  s ticks and rocks, and p lay 
in  the  w ater and sand. He seemed a t peace w ith  h im self, h is  
body, and h is  environm ent. W hen w atch ing TV, he was so 
unresponsive to me and to w ha t was happening around h im , 
th a t he seemed glued to  the te levision set. W hen I tu rn e d  o ff
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the TV he became anxious, nervous, and irrita b le  and 
u su a lly  cried (or screamed) fo r the TV to be tu rn e d  back on.
H is p lay was e rra tic , h is  m ovem ents im pu lsive  and 
uncoord inated. H is p lay lacked h is  own im aginative in p u t.
Instead o f creating h is  own p lay themes, he was s im p ly re­
enacting w h a t he had ju s t seen on TV in  a very repetitive , 
uncreative and s tilte d  way. (Johnson)
D r. Johnson ’s research has shown th a t cu rre n tly  66 percent o f 
A m erican households own three o r m ore te levision sets. C h ild ren  o f a ll 
ages, from  preschool th rough  adolescence, w atch an average o f fo u r 
hours o f te levision per day (excluding tim e spent w atch ing  videos or 
p lay ing  com puter games). A  ch ild  spends m ore tim e w a tch ing  te levision 
th a n  any o the r a c tiv ity  except sleeping, and by age 18, a ch ild  has spent 
m ore tim e in  fro n t o f a te levision set th a n  a t school. Johnson goes on to 
say th a t several investiga tions have concluded th a t the act o f view ing 
te levis ion  is  m ore dam aging to the b ra in  than  the content, w h ich  can be 
horrendous in  itse lf. W atching te levision has been characterized as 
m u lti-leve led  sensory depriva tion  th a t m ay be s tu n tin g  the grow th o f 
ch ild re n ’s b ra ins. As a com parison, when young an im als were placed in  
an enclosed area where they could on ly w atch o ther an im als play, th e ir 
b ra in  grow th decreased in  p roportion  to the tim e spent inactive ly  
w a tch ing  (Johnson). In  add ition , the ra p id -fire  change o f images, w h ich  
occurs approxim ate ly every two to s ix seconds, does n o t give the b ra in  a 
chance to process the image. This, in  con junction  w ith  how  te levision
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affects the m ovem ents o f the eyes, resu lts  in  problem s w ith  ch ild re n ’s 
a b ility  to  pay a tten tion , to  concentrate, and to  focus.
Active p lay tim e has been cu rta iled  because ch ild re n  are spending 
so m uch tim e in  fro n t o f the TV. They tend to  re ject o the r ac tiv ities  
because m erely w atch ing  is easier (Healy Endangered 198). D r. Jane 
H ealy’s research ind ica tes th a t too m uch te levision view ing induces 
n e u ra l passivity, w h ich  reduces the a b ility  to s tic k  to  a ta sk  and tends to 
shorten  the tim e ch ild re n  are w illin g  to  spend on solving problem s. In  
add ition , i t  emphasizes s k ills  w h ich  do no t transfe r w e ll to  read ing or 
lis te n in g  and has a hypnotic, possib ly neuro log ica lly add ictive  effect on 
the  b ra in  by changing the frequency o f its  e lectrica l im pulses in  ways 
th a t b lock active m enta l processing (Healy Endangered 198). I t  is 
com m on fo r teachers, m yse lf included, to be fru s tra te d  because i t  is 
becom ing m ore and m ore d iffic u lt to  keep a tten tion  in  the  classroom  
w hen young people are used to  the fast-paced action  and special effects 
they constan tly  view  outside o f school.
V iew ing fixed externa l images on te levision becomes a h a b it and 
ch ild re n  get used to  no t us ing  th e ir im agination. Television and other 
e lectron ic m edia are ta k in g  th e ir to ll on reading as w e ll as p lay tim e. 
U n like  reading a book, te levision and com puters do n o t a llow  the m ind  to 
create its  own p ic tu res no r the tim e to th in k  about them , and w atch ing
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requ ires less m enta l e ffo rt th a n  reading. Healy interview ed an eleven- 
year-o ld  s tuden t who com mented, “Reading books is  boring, and i t  takes 
so long. Searching the Web is faste r and m ore fu n  because we can get 
sound recordings, like  o f a do lp h in ’s sounds, or a video o f the discovery 
o f the bow  o f the T ita n ic ” (Healy Failure 32). Th is reaction  is  com m on 
am ong students w ith  whom  I w ork. O ur school has a designated tw en ty- 
m in u te  reading tim e each day, and sadly, every year, I hear m ore 
com pla in ts about how m uch they hate th a t tim e. The fo llow ing 
com m ents came from  a survey o f teachers conducted by the E duca tion  
C om m ittee o f the Professional Association o f Teachers, “The sole top ic  o f 
conversation is  TV, videos o r com puter games. I t  occupies a ll o u t-o f - 
school tim e. They have stopped reading from  choice, they now  p lay 
games” (Education Committee).
The overuse o f com puters in  ch ild re n ’s lives is closely re la ted to  the 
problem s caused by te levision. Research has shown th a t 84 percent o f 
s tuden ts have th e ir own personal com puters, m any in  th e ir bedroom s; 
62.5 percent have access to  hand-he ld  games; and 81.2 percent have 
access to video recorders, m any in  th e ir bedroom s (Education 
Com m ittee). C on tra ry to  m odem  p u b lic  op in ion, com puters are n o t the 
end a ll so lu tio n  to  w ell-educated ind iv idua ls . According to D r. H ealy in  
he r book Failure To Connect, 90 percent o f voters in  the U nited States are
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convinced th a t schools w ith  com puters can do a b e tte r jo b  o f educating, 
and 61 percent w ould  support a federal tax  increase to speed the process 
o f equ ipp ing schools w ith  sta te-o f-the-art-technology. She concludes, 
“Thus we expose ou r ch ild ren  to com puter games, program ed lea rn ing  
software, and com puter camps, a ll o f w h ich  have ch ild re n  w ork ing  w ith  
externa l sym bols (p ictures on a screen) ra th e r th a n  w ith  in te rn a l ones 
(language, m enta l images)” (28).
Because o f e lectron ic pseudo-reality, ch ild re n  are becom ing 
separated from  nature . As they s it in  a room  mesmerized by a co lo rfu l 
screen, they are m issing w ha t the physica l w orld  offers. Reflectively 
exam ining a sm all pool o f w ater, a leaf, or a rock presents snail-paced, 
rea l-tim e  in fo rm a tio n  and lessons in  patience. I recen tly  saw a cartoon 
th a t showed a young boy s ittin g  in  fro n t o f a com puter screen us ing  a 
draw ing program . The image on the screen was a snowm an. A  w indow  
beside the  boy showed th a t snowflakes were fa llin g  outside. According to 
Healy, fewer th a n  10 percent o f Am erican ch ild re n  learn  about na tu re  
from  the outdoors, about one -th ird  from  school, and m ore th a n  h a lf lea rn  
about i t  from  some sort o f e lectronic device (Healy Failure 225). “N ature 
is  the greatest teacher o f patience, delayed g ra tifica tio n , reverence, awe 
and observation. The colors are spectacular and a ll the senses are 
s tim u la ted . M any ch ild re n  today th in k  being ou t in  na tu re  is boring,
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because they are so used to the fast-paced, action-packed (electronic)
im ages” (Johnson). Thoreau w arned us th a t i f  we are no t carefu l, we
m ay become “tools o f o u r too ls” (cited in  Healy Failure 32).
C liffo rd  S to ll, a d is illus ioned  pioneer o f the In te rne t, com m ents,
“The com puter requires a lm ost no physica l in te ra c tio n  or dexte rity,
beyond the  a b ility  to  type . . . and demands rote m em orization o f
nonobvious ru les. You subjugate yo u r own th in k in g  pa tte rns to those o f
the  com puter. U sing th is  ‘too l’ a lters ou r th in k in g  processes” (cited in
Healy Failure 33). He goes on to observe th a t by always depending on a
com puter w hen confronted w ith  a problem , we m ig h t ignore or no t
recognize o ther so lu tions, th u s  degrading our own creative th in k in g
powers (Healy Failure 33).
A no ther recent catch phrase, “edu ta inm ent” has surfaced as the
com puter is extolled as being an educator. “Learning is  fu n ,” Healy
states, “b u t it  is also hard  w o rk .”
W orking  hard  and su rm oun ting  challenges and u ltim a te ly  
succeeding is w ha t b u ild s  real m otivation . A ny gadget th a t 
tu rn s  th is  exciting  and d iffic u lt process in to  an easy game is 
d ishonest and cheats the ch ild  ou t o f the jo y  o f personal 
m astery. Encouraging ch ild ren  to “lea rn ” by flittin g  about in  
a co lo rfu l m u ltim ed ia  w orld  is  a recipe fo r a disorganized and 
u n d isc ip lined  m in d .” (Healy Failure 54)
Toys, o f course, are fundam enta l tools th a t a id in  lea rn ing  and 
grow ing. Those th a t provide autonom ous con tro l o f p lay by the  ch ild  are
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the m ost va luab le  in  cu ltiva tin g  th in k in g  sk ills . Paints, T inkertoys, non­
anim ated dolls, em pty boxes, etc., are fu lly  under the ch ild ’s co n tro l and 
teach n a tu ra l laws such as gravity, and cause and effect, em powering the 
young learner, enhancing m otor sk ills , and conveying m a jo r p rinc ip les  o f 
how  the  w orld  w orks (Healy Failure 209). Bob Sorensen, Executive 
D ire c to r o f M ichigan Special E ducation  Services, contends th a t e lectron ic 
toys co n trib u te  to a lack o f m otor developm ent w h ich  can, in  tu rn , lead 
to lea rn ing  d isab ilitie s :
We see m ore and m ore k id s  now  who have a ll these fancy 
gadgets and m achines, b u t they don’t  know  how to 
coord inate th e ir bodies and they can’t  have a decent 
conversation. They spend hours on these com puters and 
m ostly  they ’re p laying games. T he ir m otor developm ent is 
re tarded, and they struggle w ith  reading, (cited in  Healy 
Failure 219)
M any a d u lt experts in  fie lds such as m ath, science, technology, and the 
a rts  s t ill do m uch o f th e ir reasoning w ith  body in te lligence as a re s u lt o f 
p lay ing  w ith  o ld-fashioned, non-e lectron ic toys. F rank Lloyd W rig h t 
rem em bered a ll h is  life  the b locks th a t got h im  started on h is  career. A t 
the age o f e ighty-e ight, W righ t com mented, “The m aple wood b locks are 
in  m y fingers to  th is  day” (Healy Failure 220).
W arren B uckle itne r, a software reviewer, com mented, “One 
screensaver I previewed was so engaging th a t ch ild ren  tended to  s im p ly  
s it and w atch  i t ” (cited in  Healy Failure 222). A  k indergarten  teacher in
Iowa says, “These p lu g -in  k ids don’t  know  how  to p lay” (Healy Failure 
222). Joan A lm on, President o f the W aldorf E a rly  C hildhood Association, 
says, “A  good toy is 90 percent ch ild  and 10 percent toy” (cited in  Healy 
Failure 222). A  firs t-g rade  teacher responded, “M ost ch ild re n ’s software 
is  90 percent com puter and 10 percent ch ild ” (cited in  Healy Failure 
222). A n  iro n ic  tw is t is  th a t m uch o f the software ch ild re n  use today was 
developed by a com pany founded by two b ro thers who, as ch ild ren , 
created th e ir own secret w orld  in  an alcove under the  s ta irs  based on 
th e ir reading o f the H ardy Boys adventure series. H ealy states,
“A lthough  th e ir software is among the “be tte r” products, I am qu ite  sure 
its  m anufactu red  de lights don’t  ho ld  a candle to  th a t w onderfu l secret 
kingdom  th a t occupied so m any o f th e ir hours—and la te r enabled them  
to m ake a fo rtune  from  parents who feared th e ir own ch ild re n  m ig h t have 
too m uch unscheduled tim e ” (Healy Failure 228).
O f course, I do no t suggest th a t technology and its  advantages be 
e lim ina ted  from  ch ild re n ’s lives. Good te levision program m ing has 
provided a w ea lth  o f in fo rm a tio n  and some valuab le  en te rta inm ent fo r us 
a ll, and com puters and the In te rne t have changed lives fo r the be tte r in  
m ost cases. C om puter innova to r A lan  Kay believes new technology— 
w hen com bined w ith  active, personal learn ing  experiences—can expand 
hum an in te lligence fa r beyond the s tric tu re s  o f tra d itio n a l education
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(cited in  Healy Failure 130). O ur ch ild re n  m ust be prepared fo r life  in  an 
in fo rm ation-loaded, b u t de-personalized landscape (Healy Failure 30). As 
teachers and parents, we m ust be able to  take fu ll advantage o f the 
positive  and va luable aspects o f a ll the  m edia, ye t s trike  a balance by 
re in fo rc in g  and no t neglecting the fundam enta l needs o f grow ing 
ch ild ren , by im plem enting ways to  encourage o rig ina l though t, by 
enhancing im aginations, and by teaching patience, in  o the r words, by 
g iv ing  them  a ground ing in  hum an ity .
I t  is  evident, then, based on the find ings o f num erous stud ies, 
such as those reported above, th a t a confluence o f factors in  o u r m odem  
A m erican lifesty le  are to blam e fo r some ch ild re n ’s problem s in  creative 
th in k in g  and m otivation . Life has d ram atica lly  changed in  the past th ir ty  
years, and m y next chapter provides some s ig n ifica n t ins igh ts  and 




The path the child must travel to get from  the world-in-common
to his own place is not too far.
-M a rtin u s  J. Langeveld
In  the early 1970s, Roger H art, a behaviora l researcher, conducted 
an in -d ep th  sc ie n tific  s tudy on the p lay hab its  o f ch ild ren . H is em phasis 
was specifica lly  on th e ir re la tionsh ip  w ith  th e ir environm ent. In  a sm all, 
se m i-ru ra l tow n in  V erm ont he followed 86 ch ild re n  fo r two years 
s tudy ing  where they w ent and how they spent th e ir tim e. H a rt’s find ings 
were num erous and in te resting ; three o f them  emerged as being 
specifica lly  p e rtin e n t to th is  thesis. He found: (1) th a t the ch ild ren , a t 
some p o in t in  th e ir rou tines, sought o u t so lita ry  tim e; (2) th a t they spent 
a s ig n ifica n t am ount o f tim e b u ild in g  or m odify ing  the landscape to 
create th e ir own spaces; and (3) th a t the n a tu ra l w o rld  played an 
im p o rta n t p a rt in  th e ir activ ities.
H a rt observed th a t some o f the m ost im p o rta n t places in  a ch ild ’s 
environm ent are experienced alone and th a t m any ch ild re n  in te n tio n a lly  
seek ou t qu ie t places. Very often they ca rry  w ater, d irt, o r sand to  these 
places th a t become sites fo r hours o f qu ie t in trospection , where they
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often dabble seem ingly a im lessly (H art 171). As adu lts , he goes on to 
say, we tend to dism iss th is  type o f ac tiv ity , b u t i t  is extrem ely im p o rta n t 
to  a ch ild ’s developm ent. “M ost surveys o f ch ild re n ’s p lay seem to have 
ignored those activ ities  in  w h ich  ch ild ren  are resting, w atch ing, or 
dabb ling  by them selves in  a quiet, seem ingly in trospective  m anner.
Such a c tiv ity  is com m only recorded as “passive” by observational 
studies. B u t, w ith o u t a doubt, the ch ild ren  are active” (H art 204).
M any tim es the ch ild ren  w ou ld  have a special place th a t was th e ir 
own. H a rt observed ch ild ren  as young as three fin d in g  sm a ll spaces in  
w h ich  to  s it by them selves—a box o r a cupboard. “These serve as places 
o f re trea t, to  look o u t upon the w orld  from  a place o f one’s own, as places 
fo r experim enting w ith  how to  p u t th ings together” (H art 204) . For 
instance, fo r Davy, a six-year-o ld  in  a fam ily  o f five ch ild ren , the special 
place was as sim ple as a s ix-inch-square  lum p o f tu r f  a t the base o f a 
tree. As h is  s is te r p u t it, “None o f us can use it, i t ’s always h is ” (H art 
313).
Th is act o f fin d in g  and m aking places fo r them selves was com m on 
and was an im p o rta n t q u a lity  o f ch ild re n ’s in te ra c tio n  w ith  th e ir 
environm ent, and fin d in g  th e ir place is a process o f m aking  order and 
m eaning (H art 349). C h ild -b u ilt fo rts  and “houses” were am ong the top 
three preferred places to  be, in  the ch ild ren  estim ation. The m ost
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im p o rta n t aspect o f b u ild in g  som ething o f th e ir own was the  sa tis faction  
they gained d u rin g  the  process o f transfo rm ing  the  physica l w orld . M any 
tim es ch ild re n  w ou ld  fin d  places and im agine in te rio r s tru c tu re  w ith o u t 
any actua l physica l m od ifica tion  by them  (H art 330).
H a rt learned th a t these im p o rta n t b u ild in g  activ ities  u su a lly  took 
place in  areas no t dom inated by adu lts  and in  a less m anicured m ore 
n a tu ra l se tting  o f ta ll grass, sand, and d irt, w h ich  supp lied  loose parts  
fo r b u ild in g . N ature seemed to  be a pow erfu l force th a t drew  the ch ild ren  
in to  creative play. H a rt confirm ed Frobel’s (1826) previous fin d in g  th a t 
“ the  harm ony and u n ity  o f the n a tu ra l w orld  and a ch ild ’s desire to  grasp 
th is  u n ity  is in  order to  develop a sense o f in n e r u n ity ” (H art 330).
Trees in  p a rtic u la r were popu la r places to  play. They were h ig h ly  
va lued fo r c lim b ing  and fo r tree houses, and beneath the  trees, ch ild re n  
com m only found an area o f d ir t where grass d id n ’t  grow w ell. Here in  the 
shade, they w ou ld  dig up d ir t to  m ake m in ia tu re  landscapes w h ich  
occupied them  fo r hours a t tim e. H a rt found th a t trees were m uch m ore 
va luab le  to  the  ch ild ren  th a n  any p lay equipm ent (H art 203). He learned 
th a t ch ild re n  th ro u g h o u t the tow n developed strong affections fo r 
p a rtic u la r trees. He w rites, “ I saw ch ild ren  re tu rn in g  repeatedly to the 
same tree d u rin g  m y two years in  the town. Joe valued the b irc h  tree 
because there were so m any d iffe ren t ways to clim b i t—h is m other and
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fa th e r explained th a t o f a ll places outside o f h is  bedroom , the  b irc h  tree 
was the place he m ost considered to be h is own” (H art 203).
H a rt’s analysis o f the ch ildhood o f 35 years ago was a d iffe ren t 
w orld  from  th a t o f today. O f course technology, especially th a t w h ich  
was accessible to  ch ild ren , was lim ited , and the  w orld  seemed a safer 
place fo r ch ild re n  to  free ly roam  th e ir environs. M ost m arkedly, in  H a rt’s 
study, however, was the fac t th a t a ll the ch ild re n  enjoyed long stretches 
o f u n s tru c tu re d  days to  explore and play.
I t  is apparent th a t there has been a s ig n ifica n t change in  ch ildhood 
activ ities  in  the past 35 years. I was curious to  know  w ha t today’s 
ch ild re n  ac tu a lly  do and how  i t  m igh t d iffe r from  the pastim es o f o the r 
generations. I am ce rta in ly  no expert in  gathering and analyzing data in  
a sc ie n tific  m anner, b u t as an experim ent, I conducted m y own survey to 
see i f  the  resu lts  w ould  reveal some ins igh ts. For th is  study, I was m ore 
in terested in  pastim es th a t encouraged im ag ina tion  and crea tiv ity , so I 
embedded those types o f statem ents in  a va rie ty  o f others so th a t the 
respondents w ou ldn ’t  be led. The com plete questionnaires can be found 
in  A ppendix A.
The surveys were adm inistered in  tw o versions to  s ix  age 
groupings, in  ascending order. For the youngest age group, I chose 
fou rth -g raders, who seemed to be a t the ideal ju n c tu re  fo r such a
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purpose, since they were s till young enough to be in  th a t v ita l 
im ag inative  stage o f early childhood, yet they w ould  have the lite racy 
s k ills  to read a sim ple questionnaire, m ark th e ir choices, and w rite  
com m ents. The survey was taken by 82 ch ild ren , the en tire  fo u rth  grade 
a t V a lley E lem entary, in  H un tsv ille , U tah. To represent the next age level 
(13 to  17), an expanded version o f the questionnaire was adm inistered to 
m y school’s en tire  n in th  grade, num bering  93 students. For the young 
a d u lt category (18 to 30), I contacted an in s tru c to r and a professor a t 
W eber State U n ive rs ity  in  nearby Ogden, U tah, and they adm in istered 
the  surveys in  th e ir college classes, bo th  low er d iv is ion  and upper 
d iv is ion . For the two m ature  a d u lt categories (age 31 to  50 and 51 to 
65), m y school’s fa cu lty  and s ta ff a t Snowcrest J u n io r H igh in  Eden,
U tah, com pleted the survey, and m any o f the fa cu lty  o f W eber State 
pa rtic ipa ted  as w ell. And o f course, there were some older students in  
the u n ive rs ity  classes who fe ll in to  these categories as w ell. The to ta ls  
were 92 in  the young a d u lt category, 36 in  the early-m iddle-age category 
and 34 in  the m iddle-age category. The oldest generation, age 66 +, was 
the m ost d iffic u lt to  represent adequately and is consequently the 
sm allest in  num ber, w ith  15 respondents. A  few o f these came from  the 
o lder fa cu lty  members a t W eber State U niversity, b u t m ost were long­
tim e residents o f m y sm all tow n, whom  I contacted by m a il. W hile  I was
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look ing  fo rw ard  to gain ing some ins igh ts  in to  the a ttitu d es and 
backgrounds o f m y parents’ generation, some o f the neighborhood 
respondents seemed confused about m y in te n t. As a re su lt, th e ir 
answers were n o t complete, and the data in  th a t section, besides being 
scanty num erica lly , is s lig h tly  skewed.
A d m in is te ring  the survey was very enjoyable and, I fe lt, successful. 
Respondents o f a ll ages (except some in  the oldest bracket, as noted 
above) seemed to enjoy the activ ity . M ost took the troub le  to w rite  
com m ents a t the end, and several even included side notes in  the 
m arg ins expressing th a t th is  had been an enjoyable exercise and 
th a n k in g  me fo r jogging m em ories th a t they hadn ’t  th o u g h t o f in  years.
Because o f the num ber and design o f the questions and the 
generationa l range o f the respondents, the survey tu rn e d  o u t to  be ric h  
w ith  im p lica tio n s  across age groups as w e ll as w ith in  each age group, 
and i t  conta ins w ith  a w ealth  o f data th a t I can fo llow  up on and expand 
in  fu tu re  stud ies. For purposes o f th is  project, I pu lled  o u t w ha t I 
th o u g h t to  be e ight key questions w h ich  seemed prom ising  in  lig h t o f m y 
c u rre n t research and m y experience and in tu itio n s  about ch ild re n ’s 
crea tiv ity . The e ight questions, o f necessity, had to be pu lled  from  the 
sho rte r lis t o f questions used fo r the fourth-graders, a lthough m any 
o ther in te re s tin g  com binations suggested themselves. I then  tabu la ted
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the  data in  term s o f percentages o f answers fo r the  three choices (“o ften” , 
“som etim es” , and “never”) in  each age group. Those data are reproduced 
in  Appendix B as the age frequency graphs. In  add ition , I ran  
com parisons o f the various age groups fo r each question, re-num bered 
fo r th is  purpose as Q uestions 1 th rough  8, w h ich  were not, o f course, 
th e ir positions in  the  surveys; these resu lts  are labeled by question 
num ber in  A ppendix B, s ta rtin g  w ith  F igure 7. The data are reported 
b o th  in  tables show ing the actua l percentages and as figures converting 
those percentages in to  ba r graphs. M y d iscussion here w ill re fer to  the 
la tte r, since th e ir v isu a l aspect m akes them  m ost easily accessible, and I 
o ffer fo u r conclusions concerning w ha t I found to  be the m ost s ig n ifica n t 
pa tte rns.
F irs t, m y in tu itio n s  were confirm ed about the increasing ho ld  o f 
technology-based en te rta inm ent on ch ild re n ’s free tim e. F igure 8 in  
A ppendix B shows the resu lts  o f Q uestion 2: “ I p lay video games.” /  “I 
like d  to  p lay video games, p in b a ll, and arcade-type games.” A  s trik in g  
reverse p a tte rn  appears between the “never” responses from  the  a d u lt 
groups (“no” from  the  ch ildren) and the “o ften /yes” responses o f the 
young adu lt, adolescent, and ch ild ren  groups. The data suggest th a t the 
video game phenom enon m ust be seen as separate from  the issue o f 
e lectron ic en te rta inm ent in  general, since these re su lts  are n o t
28
dup lica ted  fo r Q uestion 1 on te levis ion  view ing (see A ppendix B, F igure 1) 
and Q uestion 7 on w atch ing  videos (see Appendix B, F igure 13). I had 
ra th e r expected to fin d  the same k in d  o f criss-cross p a tte rn  across the 
age groups fo r a ll three o f these questions, b u t the pa tte rns o f use fo r 
those two activ ities, w h ile  ce rta in ly  generationa lly governed to some 
extent, are evidently more com plex th a n  they are fo r video game play.
Second, the resu lts  from  Q uestion 4 and Q uestion 8 seem to  p o in t 
tow ards the general erosion o f im aginative p lay noted by o ther 
researchers. Q uestion 4: “I have ‘secret codes’ w ith  m y frie n d s” /  “M y 
friends and I had ‘c lubs ’ and ‘secret codes’” (see Appendix B, F igure 10) 
was in tended to look a t th a t h a llm a rk  o f early ch ildhood peer-group 
bonding: the secret c lub  or group o f friends and the accom panying 
specialized com m unication  am ong m embers. The “som etim es” answ er is 
the  m ost notable in  th is  case, w ith  even the crusty, post-65 respondents 
having engaged in  it. The “som etim es” and “often” answers taken  
together show th a t these k in d s o f activ ities have indeed been perenn ia l 
m ainstays o f ch ildhood adventures, th a t is, u n til very recently. The 
b reak in  the p a tte rn  is  the fourth -g raders, who are a t the very age where 
th is  in -g roup  bonding should  be occurring, yet over h a lf o f the  ch ild re n  
reported no p a rtic ipa tio n . Even more s trik in g  is the p a tte rn  o f responses 
to  Q uestion 8: “I have im ag inary friends or an im als” /  “I created
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‘im ag inary friends o r an im als’” (see A ppendix B, F igure 14). O bviously, 
n o t a ll ch ild ren , even im aginative ones, fin d  o u tle t fo r th e ir c re a tiv ity  in  
th is  way, ye t i t  s till seems s ig n ifica n t th a t the p ropo rtion  o f those who do 
has decreased m arked ly in  the younger age groups, w ith  the m ost 
d ram atic  change found in  the youngest: nearly 80% o f the fo u rth - 
graders repo rt never im ag in ing  playm ates, pets, m onsters, and the like , 
perhaps because they fin d  them  already-m ade in  th e ir video game play.
T h ird , the pa tte rns from  these three questions relate to perhaps 
the m ost d ram atic  fin d in g  in  the survey and the one I fin d  m ost 
d is tu rb in g : the resu lts  o f Q uestion 5: “I am bored w hen there is  n o th ing  
to  do” /  “W hen there was no th ing  to do I was bored” (see Appendix B, 
F igure 11). The “yes” /  “often” answer is the m ost revealing here, its  
w h ite  bars show ing th a t sharp rise to the le ft as the ages o f the 
respondents decreases. Th is po in ts to  a grow ing in a b ility  o f ch ild re n  to 
“m ake th e ir own fu n ,” to .re ly  on th e ir own im ag inations in  the absence o f 
the u b iq u ito u s  ready-m ade activ ities and program m ed play. I t  also 
dem onstrates th a t m y subjects have d e fin ite ly  follow ed n a tiona l trends 
described in  m y Foundation  chapter and confirm s in  m y m ind  som ething 
I have long been concerned about in  m y years o f teaching: the 
increasing  dysfunction  o f students when asked to create som ething on
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th e ir own. I t  seems th a t such classroom  problem s have th e ir roots years 
before in  pa tte rns o f m ind  established in  childhood.
F ina lly , in  con trast to the find ings from  the fo u r questions 
discussed above are the resu lts  from  Q uestion 6: “ I have a h ideou t o r a 
secret p lace.” /  “I like d  to  p lay in  h ideouts and secret places” (see 
Append ix B, F igure 12). The “often” /  “yes” and “som etim es” answers 
taken  together fo r a ll age groups show the continued im portance o f th is  
a c tiv ity  fo r a ll age groups. W hile the fourth-graders do have the largest 
num ber o f negative responses (alm ost 30%), th e ir over 70% a ffirm ative  
responses stand in  m arked con trast to th e ir use o f secret codes or 
im ag inary  playm ates or creatures. In  add ition , in  the com m ents section, 
where respondents were asked to describe som ething special and 
m em orable ( “Please w rite  yo u r very favorite  th in g  to  do” /  Please 
describe a very favorite  and m em orable a c tiv ity  you used do as a young 
c h ild ”), m any responses, across age groups, spoke o f secret places. 
Observe the s im ila ritie s  in  the representative examples given below:
Age 13-17:
“I played in  the sand w ith  a crane and w ould dig b ig  holes in
the g round .”
“Me and m y b ro th e r w ou ld  b u ild  fo rts  [and] h ide in  them .
We w ou ld  have code names and we w ould  p lay fo r days.”
“B u ild  fo rts  o u t o f b lankets and cha irs .”
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“I used to  always b u ild  houses o u t o f cushions and p lay 
house.”
“I used to  love to  ju s t w a lk  th rough  the wood.”
“I used to  have a dead tree in  the fie ld  next to me. I t  had two 
floors made ou t o f s tring , a couch, and o u r code w h ich  was a 
sta r, . . . b u t someone bough t the land  and tore i t  down so 
we don’t  have it  any m ore.”
Age 18-30:
“ I loved to  c lim b trees. I nam ed m y favorite  tree; h is  name 
was B a rk ly .”
“I w ent to  m y grandpa’s house and played w ith  m y s is te r and 
cousins. We dug holes in  the back yard  and made a ll k in d s  
o f discoveries.”
“As a young g irl, we spent days b u ild in g  a h u t in  the woods 
beh ind  m y house, and we w ould  have c lub  m eetings and 
always were p laying  in  ou r h u t.”
“We used to  p lay w ith  a ll the neighbor ch ild ren—like  we were 
detectives and had secret codes and fo rts ; we w ould  b u ild  
fo rts  and clim b trees as secret h id in g  loca tions.”
Age 31-50:
“I loved to b u ild  snow forts, and houses ou t o f cha irs and 
cushions. I w ould  b u ild  “secret” room s in  them  and p lay 
w ith  m y im ag inary friends, and read books.”
“We w ould  b u ild  vast complexes o f dams and w ater ways in  
ou r garden or sand pile . Then we w ou ld  in h a b it them  w ith  
arm y m en and other defensive type th in g s .”
Age 51-65:
“Play in  old b u ild ings—and in  the alleys and d itches in  m y 
neighborhood.”
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“I used to  love to b u ild  im ag inary tow ns and c ities o u t o f a ll 
the p illow s I could fin d  th ro u g h o u t the house from  beds, sofa 
cushions, and so on. M y brothers, sister, and friends w ould  
p lay fo r hours in  w ha t we’d constructed (especially on ra in y  
days).”
“ I was bom  and b rough t up  in  Ind ia . Sw im m ing in  the  rive r 
and village ponds, and p laying  in  the riverbed in  sum m er 
m onths are m y favorites.”
T ha t respondents w ou ld  choose these p a rtic u la r activ ities, o u t o f a ll
those suggested in  the  survey questions (especially the longer version,
w ith  its  39 questions) seems s ign ifican t. I t  is also in te re s tin g  th a t a lm ost
none o f the  fourth -g raders singled ou t hu ts , h ideouts, or o the r secret
place activ ities  as th e ir favorites, despite the fact th a t th e ir answers to
the  questionnaire  showed th a t m ost o f them  do engage in  them . U n like
the  o ther five groups, the  youngest respondents reported th e ir favorite
th in g s  to do as being soccer, video games, ta k in g  care o f pets, and
p laying  w ith  b ro thers and sisters. Those k inds o f ac tiv ities  are no tab ly
absent from  the com m ents o f a ll the o ther age groups. I t  m ay be th a t the
value o f the  h idden places and personal havens becomes apparent on ly
a fte r tim e. As one respondent in  the 18-30 age group stated, “I used to
b u ild  fo rts  w ith  m y b ro th e r—in  the house or in  the  fie lds. I t  was so
m uch fu n . I sure do m iss th a t.” The im portance fo r a ll generations o f
bo th  n a tu ra l places and w ha t H a rt calls ch ild -constructed  places,
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indoors and out, a ttests to som ething firm  and continuous, in  a fa b ric  
w here so m any other threads have been broken.
In  a sm all way, then, the data from  m y survey, in  bo th  the answers 
to  the  questionnaire  and the w ritte n  com ments, con firm  H a rt’s find ings 
and Langeveld’s characteriza tion  o f the significance o f the secret place in  
the  psyche and developing persona lity  o f the ch ild . It seems th a t even as 
o ther tra d itio n a l ch ildhood ou tle ts and pastim es have been eroding, the 
im pu lse  to  seek ou t or create places o f one’s own has rem ained as 
fundam enta l as ever. I t  is  fo r th is  reason th a t the concept o f a secret 
place is  so pow erfu l, bo th  as a m etaphor fo r ch ildhood discovery and 
c re a tiv ity  and as b u lw a rk  against the m odern-day assau lt on ch ildhood.




Our task, regarding creativity, is to help children 
climb mountains, as high as possible.
-L o ris  M alaguzzi
As we struggle ra is ing  and teaching o u r ch ild re n  am ong a ll the 
obstacles in h e re n t in  the average m odem  Am erican life  style, the m ost 
conspicuous and one o f the m ost im p o rta n t elem ents m issing  is th a t o f 
silence. Psychotherapist G u n illa  N orris w rites, “Silence is  som ething like  
an endangered species. The experience o f silence is now  so rare th a t we 
m u st guard it  and treasure it. For when we m ake room  fo r silence, we 
m ake room  fo r ourselves” (cited in  Ryder). W illia m  Penn wrote, T ru e  
silence is  the rest o f the m ind; i t  is to the s p ir it w ha t sleep is  to the body, 
nou rishm en t and refreshm ent” (cited in  Ryder). Am y E. Dean, in  he r 
book Caring fo r the Family Soul says, “The carefu l lis te n in g  to  oneself th a t 
is  afforded by ta lking advantage o f m om ents o f silence is valuable in  
‘g iv ing voice’ to  innerm ost thoughts and feelings th a t m ay ra re ly  be 
heard. Such inw ard  awareness aids com m unication; the clearer the 
in n e r feelings, the easier i t  can be to  trans la te  such feelings in to  w ords” 
(Rogers). Personally, I know  the value o f s ile n t tim es and as a teacher;
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I believe it  is o f u tm ost im portance to share w ith  m y students w h a t has 
been successful fo r me in  term s o f learn ing  about and creating a rt.
I have made a concerted e ffo rt in  m y classes fo r the past tw o years 
in  p a rticu la r, to  foster the no tion  and value o f silence. We begin each 
class session w ith  ten  m inu tes o f “s ile n t draw ing” . I have observed th a t 
fo r some ch ild ren  i t  is  a welcome respite in  th e ir day, b u t fo r others, i t  is  
a constan t struggle to  qu ie t themselves and feel the peace and c la rity  
th a t comes w hen one is s t ill and focused. M y on ly so lu tio n  fo r them  is 
consistency and persistence. D u rin g  these s ile n t sessions we draw  
objects from  nature . O ccasionally, the  students go outside to  gather 
in te re s tin g  n a tu ra l th ings such as leaves, rocks, p ine cones, and flowers 
to  b rin g  back to  draw . They learn  q u ick ly  th a t to  draw  is to  see. Th is 
helps them  slow  down and closely observe m inu te  deta ils th a t they w ould 
n o rm a lly  overlook.
In  add ition , as a re su lt o f m y own w ork  and m y research on th is  
top ic, I have added “A  Secret Place” u n it to  m y cu rricu lu m . I in troduce  
the  idea a t the beg inn ing o f the sem ester o r year as we discuss w hy 
students take a rt classes. I emphasize th a t the class is n o t ju s t about
m aking  a rt pieces, the re su lt o f w h ich  they m ay o r m ay no t like , b u t i t  is
&
about tapp ing  in to  th e ir im aginations, about creating, and i t  is the 
process th a t is m ost im po rtan t. We discuss how  and where creative
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people such as a rtis ts , w rite rs , and scientists, produce fresh ideas. I
speak about the im portance o f silence, and the need fo r a place they can
go to reflect, m editate, daydream , and im agine th ings th a t they don’t
have tim e fo r in  the ‘real w o rld ’. I read to them  about how  L ittle  Tree
found  h is  secret place and how G ranm a said it  was necessary. I exp la in
to m y students th a t th is  is  a good h a b it to  continue th ro u g h o u t th e ir
lives, and I w a rn  them  th a t they m ust be v ig ila n t in  th e ir quest to  keep
and use th e ir secret places and guard the precious silence th a t resides
there because the w orld  is bent on gobbling i t  up. A fte r various
discussions and o ther related assignm ents th roughou t the  sem ester or
year, the students re flect and w rite  about th e ir progress on fin d in g  tim e
and space fo r themselves. Follow ing are some o f m y n in th -g rade
s tuden ts ’ responses:
“I guess m y secret place w ould  be m y room. A lso, som etim es 
I go down w ith  m y dog to  the edge o f the river. I ju s t s it and 
lis te n  to i t  and the b ird s .”
“I like  to  go to  the sw ing set in  o u r backyard. I th in k  i t ’s 
necessary because we a ll need o u r tim e fo r im ag ina tion  and 
we a ll need ou r tim e to  th in k  about th ings. F ind ing  a place 
where i t ’s qu ie t and secret is always good, then  no one can 
bo the r you .”
“I go to m y room  to have privacy from  m y b ro th e r and 
som etim es m y parents. I t ’s where [I] can hide. I th in k  i t  
helps develop th ings to  know  about yourself, le ts you have 
some freedom  and helps so th a t you aren’t  stressed.”
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“Up the street there is  a h idden path  w h ich  leads to an area 
where there is  a fla tbed tra ile r. I f  I stand on the tra ile r, I can 
see Pineview [Reservoir] and a b e a u tifu l view  o f the V a lley.”
“R ight now I don’t  rea lly  have a secret place b u t som etim es 
w hen I get m ad or upset, I ju s t go behind the couch or p lay 
the piano. Sometimes I go in to  m y room  b u t everyone knows 
how to u n lo ck  m y door. Going outside and ju s t p e tting  m y 
horses m akes me re lax and feel good about m yse lf.”
“A  place th a t I like  to be alone is  m y room . E veryth ing  there 
is fa m ilia r, qu iet, and com forting. I u su a lly  like  to  ju s t lis te n  
to m usic, read, draw, or ju s t re lax.”
“One place I like  to  go is the garage. I w o rk  on th in g s  in  there 
because when I w o rk  on th ings I can be by m yse lf and I can 
th in k .”
“Now m y secret place is w a lk ing  som ewhere.”
“M y secret place is m y bed. I t ’s nice to go there a t the  end o f 
the day and ju s t th in k . W hen I’m  in  m y secret place I don’t  
have to w o rry  about im pressing anyone or doing som ething 
w rong. I t ’s ju s t me. E veryth ing ’s so sim ple and ca lm .”
“Even now I don’t  rea lly  have a secret place to  go b u t I s till 
have m y m ind, s p irit, and heart. For those ‘secret places’ I 
am tru ly  g ra te fu l. For w ith  having seven k ids  in  the fam ily, 
i t ’s ha rd  to  fin d  a place to go w ith o u t being found, so you 
can’t  be found in  yo u r heart, m ind, or s p ir it.”
A n add itio n a l re lated assignm ent requ ired the students to  create
an a ltered book. One o f the two-page spreads was to  represent a secret
place, from  the past or present, or even a fantasy place. They could use
any m edium  appropria te to  the book form  and could choose v isua l
images alone, w ords alone, or bo th  com bined. Samples o f th e ir book
pages are reproduced in  A ppendix C.
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I was qu ite  pleased w ith  the resu lts  o f th is  experim enta l 
assignm ent. The students were cooperative and caught the  v is ion  o f 
w h a t cou ld  be done w ith  an open-ended pro ject such as th is . O u r class 
d iscussions on the secret place theme became en te rta in ing , as th e ir 
in h ib itio n s  m elted, and they en th u s ia s tica lly  began to th in k  and 
rem em ber. The book pages are as varied as the persona lities who 
produced them . The on ly com mon elem ent is th a t they dem onstrated 
the  in trospection  the exercise was intended to produce.
Since the  in s tru c tio n s  gave them  the la titu d e  o f us ing  words o r no 
w ords, o r image or no image, i t  is  in te resting  th a t a ll the s tudents chose 
to  use a v isu a l image. One image is  a sim ple le tte r “M ” (the young lady ’s 
in itia l)  w ith  flow er-like  b rush  strokes and lines. I asked her how she 
a rrived  a t th is  p a rticu la r so lu tion , and she responded, “I ju s t love th is  
co lo r o f p in k , and i f  you could re a lly  see who I am, i t  w ou ld  look 
som ething like  th is .” A nother e ffo rt shows the im m ersion in to  active 
sports w h ich  allows a young m an to be to ta lly  inside  h im se lf. He related, 
“W hen I ’m  o u t there, snow boarding or on m y m otorcycle, m y m ind  feels 
so clean—so clear, and i t ’s w h a t I ’m  a ll about, a t least fo r now .” O thers 
show m ore conventional h ide-outs—tree houses, a backyard h u t—or 
n a tu ra l settings—a rocky desert, groves o f trees, o r a favorite  backyard 
tree, a ll con firm ing  the in tr in s ic  a ttra c tio n  o f unused space (uncu ltiva ted
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or unconstructed  in  the conventional m anner). A  fin a l da rke r image 
a ffirm s how the m ind  its e lf can be a haven. I feel th a t th is  firs t e ffo rt was 
a success, and I look forw ard to  re fin ing  the assignm ent and us ing  it  in  
fu tu re  classes.
A  key tru th  th a t has guided m y classroom  p raxis in  developing and 
im p lem enting  these activ ities is  th a t creative ch ild ren  become creative 
adu lts . As a teacher, I have accepted the charge to  he lp  prepare young 
people to  take on th e ir fu tu re  roles as leaders and parents in  a 
cha lleng ing society. Because I am a teacher o f the  arts, I feel a special 
m eed to  ensure th a t I send m y students away w ith  the s k ills  o f c re a tiv ity  
o u r w orld  so desperately demands. John  B are li, speaking about the 
Septem ber 11 d isaster in  h is  book Developing More Curious Minds, quotes 
Lewis Lapham  in  Harper’s Magazine, “We suffered n o t from  a lack o f data 
b u t from  a fa ilu re  o f im ag ination . We heard from  some governm ent 
spokespersons th a t in fo rm a tio n  was available to d iffe ren t agencies, b u t 
no one ‘connected the  dots’” (Bareli v ii). H inds igh t aside, w ha t about the 
fu tu re ?  B are li goes on to  say, “W hat seems clear to  me now is ou r need 
to  be w ide awake to  the w orld  around us. . . . in  order to achieve th is  
s ta tus o f heightened awareness about ou r com m unities and the w orld , 
we need to  foster and develop w ha t m akes us un ique—th a t is, ou r a b ility  
to  im agine, to  th in k , to ask dem anding questions” (Bareli v iii).
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We cannot leave ou r fu tu re  in  the hands o f a com placent, passive, 
and slugg ish m a jo rity . I am a ttem pting  to  teach m y studen ts th a t 
despite the a llu rin g  effects o f the la test e lectron ic gadgetiy, i t  is  
im p o rta n t to  “u n p lu g ” and fin d  qu ie t tim e and a qu ie t place fo r thought, 
re flection , u n s tru c tu re d  play, and fo r en te rta in ing  w ild  im ag inative  ideas. 
I te ll them  th a t a creative m ind  is n o t a b la n k  slate in to  w h ich  b r illia n t 
ideas m agica lly pop. The expression “no th ing  in , no th in g  o u t” is 
enorm ously accurate. Using the m ind  to its  fu lle s t p o te n tia l requ ires 
d iffic u lt, tim e-consum ing w ork, acute observation, asking thousands o f 
questions, im plem enting  and re s tru c tu rin g  in fo rm ation , and m any tim es, 
i t  requ ires fa ilin g  a t a task. T h in k in g  creative ly is a learned s k ill and a 
practiced h a b it th a t m ust begin when a person is  very young.
In  m y classes, a fin ished  a rt piece is the “gravy.” W hat we are 
re a lly  about is the process o f achievement. I t  is lea rn ing  how  to  tackle  a 
d iffic u lt and u n fa m ilia r task. We are about no t g iving up—lea rn ing  the 
fa c t th a t som etim es the on ly difference between fa ilu re  and success is 
m ore tim e and patience. We are about qu ie ting  ou r m inds and lis te n in g  
to  o u r own un ique  in n e r voices. J u n io r h igh  school students are in  the 
aw kw ard position  between ch ildhood and adulthood, and I have a c tu a lly  
seen the lig h t go on in  m any students ’ faces w hen they come to  the 
rea liza tion  th a t they are d is tin c tive  in d iv id u a ls  who have th e ir own ideas,
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opin ions, and options o f expression. I w an t m y students to  be tru ly  
hum an—to have the a b ility  to  look inw ard  as w e ll as outw ard, to develop 
and m a in ta in  a heightened awareness and a caring  a ttitu d e  tow ard th e ir 
environm ent, and to  understand the fact th a t no m achine can ever 
replace w ha t the hum an im ag ination  can achieve.
Despite incred ib le  and usefu l advancem ents in  today’s 
technologica l w orld , i t  is the hom ely, s im p lis tic , ye t w ise advice o f L ittle  
Tree’s old “granm a” from  Depression-era Cherokee H ill C oun try  th a t 
u ltim a te ly  rings tru e  as a way to s trike  a m uch-needed h u m a n is tic  




Silence is the element in which great things fashion themselves.
~M aurice M aete rlinck
A  challenging and, fo r me, ris k y  step in  m y exp lo ra tion  o f secret 
places was to use the them e as a w e llsp ring  fo r m y own crea tiv ity , in  
m uch the same way as the activ ities  described in  the preceding section 
were in tended to serve m y students. Over the past year, I have created 
seven pa in tings w ith  accom panying verse. The pa in tings are 22 Vfc” x  
26” , acry lic  and o il paste l on clay-coated paper. R eproductions o f the 
pa in tings and the te x t can be seen in  Appendix D. In  add ition , d ig ita l 
capture  o f the o rig ina ls was made to f it  an 8” x  8” fo rm at, along w ith  the 
poetry. I then  made a lim ite d  ed ition  o f 20 hand-bound books.
Th is p a rt o f the p ro ject was m ost rew arding personally. M y in te n t 
was to capture, th rough  illu s tra tio n s  and words, the essence and 
sign ificance o f secret places and the rem arkable creative activ ities  th a t 
can happen w ith in  them , fo r people o f any age. As I began, I re a lly  had 
no plain as to  w ha t images I w ould  po rtray  n o r exactly w h a t d ire c tion  I 
w ou ld  taike. The firs t p a in tin g  was o f the tree house, w h ich  was the one
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and on ly so lid  idea I had. In  fact, the prem ise fo r the en tire  p ro ject came 
from  the fac t th a t I w anted to do a p a in tin g  o f a tree house.
I have fond m em ories o f m y own ch ildhood tree house. Those 
poorly b u ilt, ram shackle elevated sem i-s tructu res seem to ho ld  a 
un iversa l, a lm ost m agical a ttra c tio n  fo r any ch ild  who has the good 
fo rtu n e  o f having one. One early au tum n  evening, I was ta k in g  m y 
n ig h tly  w a lk  (one o f m y secret places is so lita ry  w alking). The d usk had 
ju s t slipped in to  darkness, and a huge yellow-orange m oon was ris in g  
above the m o un ta in  rim . The a ir was cool and crisp , and stars were 
beg inn ing to be v is ib le . As I made m y way down the road, I looked up 
and saw the m oon sh in ing  th rough  the leaves and branches o f a tree.
The scene was so s trik in g  th a t I stopped fo r a m om ent to appreciate the 
view. I t  was then  th a t I noticed a funny-look ing  old tree house tucked 
beh ind  the foliage— and I knew  I had m y image.
It  seemed like  everything happened th a t way—th ings ju s t fe ll in to  
place. I can’t  rem em ber even now in  w h ich  order the rest o f the 
pa in tings came. I n o t on ly re lied on m y own recollections, b u t also those 
o f m y ch ild re n  and other members o f m y fam ily  to give voice to the secret 
places. The tum b led  hay, fo r instance, tu rn e d  o u t to be a b lend ing  o f 
several b a m  experiences when m y ch ild re n  were young, and m y s is te r 
h u n ts  chokecherries every season.
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M y n ine-year-o ld  nephew, W ilson, proved an inva luab le  connection 
w ith  young childhood. He was enorm ously pleased when I asked h im  i f  
he had any secret places. He en thus ias tica lly  took me on several guided 
to u rs  and called me on the  phone num erous tim es to add in fo rm a tion .
H is face was beam ing as we stood in  fro n t o f the ancien t and d ilap ida ted  
ca lf pens, and he announced earnestly and in  a ll seriousness, “M y friend  
Jackson and I have b ig  p lans fo r th is  place!” I ’l l  never forget th a t sweet 
m om ent. He then  w ent on to te ll me about w ha t they wanted to do to 
them . Two o f m y pa in tings are o f W ilson ’s “h u ts ” . A long w ith  such 
ch ildhood secret places, the pa in tings also embody ideas representing 
a d u lt sanctuaries. H opefully, b o th  th rough  image and words, I have 
captured the essence and sign ificance o f a secret place fo r everyone.
As I come to the end o f th is  p a rtic u la r w ork, I realize I have 
rediscovered som ething I had u n in te n tio n a lly  le t s lip  away. I t  is an 
essentia l elem ent th a t allows us to be tru ly  hum an. I t  has helped me 
re inven t m yse lf as an a rtis t, enhanced how  I in s tru c t m y students, and 
given me a m easure o f peace and renewed confidence to  deal w ith  m y 
o ther roles in  life . I was able to  recover the loss by app ly ing  m y own 
p re scrip tio n  fo r a ilin g  c re a tiv ity  to  m yself.
R egrettably, I had allowed m y own secret places to  lie  do rm ant in  
the  c rush  o f w ork, ch ild  rearing, and the care o f an a ilin g  parent. And
45
the  re s u lt was im m o b ility . As m y own creative experim ent, I consciously 
tapped in to  w ha t I knew  had always been there. I learned to carve ou t 
qu ie t tim e  fo r m yse lf—n o t an easy task. I focused; I w orked; I allowed 
m y m ind  to  be receptive to  im ag ination  triggers th a t su rp ris in g ly  solved 
m any problem s. A lthough  I occasionally fin d  m yse lf backs lid ing  ju s t a 
little , I am con fident th a t I w ill continue to move forw ard. The m issing  
elem ent th a t I have recovered is, sim ply, passion: the passion to care 
deeply about im p o rta n t th ings; the passion to  search fo r w ha t is 
in te re s tin g  and fascinating ; the passion fo r lis te n in g  to  one’s own voice 
and te llin g  the stories found there; the passion to look a t the w orld  in  
d iffe ren t ways, try in g  som ething d iffic u lt, w o rk ing  ha rd  and enjoying 
triu m p h s ; the passion to fig h t the para lysis o f in se cu rity  and excuse- 
m aking, n o t fearing  c ritic ism . And fin a lly , d iscovering w ha t is persona lly 




Sanctuary is a word which here means a  small 
safe place in a  troubling world.
~N arrator in  Lemony Snicket’s A Series o f 
Unfortunate Events (film )
As I re flect upon the varied course th is  s tudy has taken, I can see 
m any broader im p lica tions o f the idea o f the “secret place” as a rem edy 
and a too l to reach ch ild ren  and teach them  valuable in trape rsona l s k ills  
th a t are so necessary in  today’s com plex w orld . One area o f concern is 
ecological. A lthough  the students whom  I teach and who p a rtic ipa te d  in  
m y survey, generally fo llow  m odem  trends in  term s o f weakening 
im ag inations and increasing passivity, they represent a na rrow  cross- 
section re la tive  to o ther popula tions. These ch ild ren  o f m ra l Ogden 
Valley, U tah, have m ost o f the benefits o f open spaces, unm an icu red  and 
n a tu ra l areas H a rt speaks o f as so conducive to hea lthy play; i t  is ju s t a 
m a tte r o f th e ir know ing how to take advantage o f such an idea l setting. 
O bviously, m ost o the r ch ild ren  do n o t have those advantages as green 
spaces disappear a t an ever-increasing rate. A  recent a rtic le  in  the Salt 
Lake Tribune, fo r instance, p ro filed  ch ild  advocate and a u th o r R ichard 
Louv and h is  ideas th a t no access to  o r in te ra c tio n  w ith  na tu re  is  having
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“d isastrous consequences” fo r today’s ch ild ren: “For m any ch ild ren , 
n a tu ra l spaces they can roam  freely are nonexistent. M ost p laygrounds 
and even neighborhoods fo llow  ste rile  and s tru c tu re d  designs, often 
aim ed a t m in im iz in g  litig a tio n ” (Adams C2). In  add ition , m any parents 
do n o t a llow  ch ild ren  free access to  n a tu ra l spaces even where they exist, 
m aking  the  paths and “te rrito rie s ” H a rt docum ented fo r h is  V erm ont 
subjects a th in g  o f the  past: “Louv cites one s tudy th a t found between 
1970 and 1990, the  area ch ild ren  were allowed to roam  near th e ir homes 
had sh ru n k  to  a n in th  o f w ha t i t  had been” (Adams C2). Th is 
cu rta ilm e n t in  the  freedom  ch ild ren  need fo r exp loring  and 
experim enta tion  can be countered by carefu l c ity  p lann ing  and the 
zoning o f green spaces. And, Louv suggests, parents should  “leave a p a rt 
o f the  back yard  rough so k ids  can b u ild  fo rts  and dig holes and h u n t fo r 
bugs there” (Adams C2). The safety and freedom  o f the 50s o r even the 
70s is  n o t lik e ly  to  come back, b u t as Louv and others contend, “There 
has to  be purpose fu l e ffo rt to  re th in k  the re la tionsh ips ch ild ren  are 
allowed to  have w ith  n a tu re ” (Adams C2). Such efforts w ill be ric h ly  
rewarded in  the q u a lity  o f ch ildhood and in  ch ild re n ’s em otional, 
in te lle c tu a l, and creative development. The N a tu ra l Learning In itia tive  a t 
N orth  C aro lina State U n ive rs ity ’s College o f Design a ffirm s th a t p lay ing  in  
n a tu ra l settings can “s tim u la te  the  im ag ination  and c re a tiv ity  in
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boundless ways, enhance self-esteem, [and] offer ch ild ren  a feeling o f 
‘in tense peace’” (cited in  Adam s C2).
A  second area o f concern is  social and cu ltu ra l. S uburban 
p lann ing , sum m er camps, and backyard refuges w ill ce rta in ly  bene fit 
ch ild re n  o f those p a rticu la r socio-econom ic classes. B u t the re a lity  o f 
today’s society and today’s classroom s is m uch d iffe rent. The lim ita tio n s  
o f m y s tudy are c learly apparent as I observe the cond itions o f o u r 
ne ighboring  school d is tric t, a mere 15 m iles away, w h ich  serves a m ore 
diverse populace. These ch ild ren  come from  a va rie ty  o f incom e and 
e thn ic  backgrounds and deal w ith  the  problem s o f a c ity . T h e ir school 
re g is tra tio n  form s include a section asking where the fa m ily  lives: “own 
home, re n t home, apartm ent, m otel, homeless shelter, car” and ano ther 
section fo r e lig ib ility  fo r free meals a t school, bo th  b reakfast and lu n ch . 
T h is  re a lity , w h ich  probably affects m ost school d is tric ts  in  the  U n ited  
States, pu ts  a d iffe ren t lig h t on the no tio n  o f w h ilin g  away endless 
sum m er days in  the lu x u ry  o f a tree house. How can we as teachers o f 
the  a rts  deal w ith  and adequately serve students who can’t  rem em ber 
where they lived two m onths ago, who don’t  have a room  or even a bed to 
sleep in , who are swallowed up in  the confusion o f a large fam ily?
In  un ison  w ith  H a rt’s find ings, m y survey showed th a t across a ll 
age groups, there continues to be a strong im pulse to  create one’s own
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spaces, w h ich  ind icates th a t th is  m igh t be a un ive rsa l n a tu ra l hum an 
tendency. The key, then, w ould  be teaching ch ild re n  th a t regardless o f
th e ir circum stances, they can fo llow  th a t urge. Each in d iv id u a l, young
\
or old, can and should  have some form  o f a sanctuary—a haven or secret 
place w h ich  is  the irs  alone. I t  is possible—and indeed, necessary—to 
create these places in  a lte rnative  contexts from  those com m only 
described by o ther researchers and by m yse lf here. A  couple o f m y 
n in th -g rade  students h it upon the idea th a t a sanctuary need n o t be a 
specific place: “M y secret place is w a lk ing  somewhere” and “I don’t  rea lly  
have a secret place to  go, b u t I have m y m ind, sp irt, and heart. . . . you 
can’t  be found in  yo u r heart, m ind, or s p ir it.” These students, w ith  no 
coaching, have discovered th is  im p o rta n t tru th . They know  they are n o t 
lim ite d  by actua l physica l cond itions in  th e ir quest to fin d  a place where 
they can com m une w ith  themselves.
A  recent popu la r movie, Lemony Snicket’s A Series of Unfortunate 
Events, offers a co ro lla ry  to  the lesson learned by L ittle  Tree in  Forrest 
Center’s ch ildhood m em oir, w ith  w h ich  I in troduced  th is  study. W hereas 
C arte r’s secret place a t the spring  b ranch  serves as a perfect m odel fo r 
tra d itio n a l n a tu ra l places o f discovery and has w orked w e ll in  m y 
classes, perhaps I need likew ise to present the lesson learned by the 
ch ild re n  in  th is  movie. The film  is, in  a sense, an allegory on the rigors o f
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contem porary childhood, w ith  the outrageous m isfo rtunes suffered by
the ch ild re n  being representative o f o ther losses and d isappo in tm ents in
m ore o rd ina ry  childhood. A  cen tra l them e in troduced early in  the s to ry
is  th a t o f “sanctua ry.” In  the m id s t o f squalor, crue lty , and depriva tion ,
the orphaned Baudelaire ch ild ren  (a g irl, a boy, and a toddler) tu rn  th e ir
h o rrid  litt le  a ttic  room  in to  a m agical place when they use a rib b on  to tie
a bedsheet in to  a sm all te n t-like  enclosure. In  a v isu a lly  s tu n n in g  scene,
they hudd le  together inside  the sm all haven, made golden by the beam o f
a sim ple fla sh lig h t, and fin d  streng th  and com fort.
The power o f the self-created secret place is  evident in  the lives o f
these courageous and creative ch ild ren, as i t  should be in  a ll o f us. The
connection between the personal haven and the k in d  o f resourcefulness
and c re a tiv ity  we w an t to foster in  o u r society is draw n e x p lic itly  by  the
a u th o r/n a rra to r in  the  closing lines o f the film :
They are the so rt o f people who know  there ’s always 
som ething to invent, som ething to read, . . . and som ething 
to  do to m ake a sanctuary, no m a tte r how  sm all, and fo r th is  
reason, the Baudelaires were very fo rtuna te  indeed.
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APPENDIX A  
SURVEYS ON CHILDHOOD PASTIMES
I devised two versions o f a questionnaire about ch ildhood 
pastim es. One is fu lle r, w ith  m ore de ta il and a la rger num ber o f 
questions. I t  was adm inistered to n in th  graders and to a ll the a d u lt age- 
groups. The other was a s im p lifica tio n  o f the o rig in a l survey, w ith  fewer 
questions and shorter, easier sentences. I t  was adm inistered on ly to 
fo u rth  graders. The single-page ch ild re n ’s version is reproduced on the 
next page, w ith  the two-page adolescent and a d u lt version fo llow ing.
One difference between the two versions is th a t the ch ild re n ’s choices 
were “yes,” “no ,” and “som etim es,” in  th a t order, whereas the 
a d o le sce n t/a d u lt response choices were on a s lid in g  scale o f “o ften ,” 
“som etim es,” and “never,” in  th a t order. B oth  versions give room  fo r and 
encourage respondents to name and describe a “very favorite  th in g  to 
do,” in  the  ch ild re n ’s version, or “a very favorite  and m em orable a c tiv ity  . 
. . th a t you don’t  or can’t  do any m ore,” in  the  longer version.
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C h il d r e n ’s  Q u e s t io n n a ir e
Things I Do
This is an educational study on what kids do. Please circle the answer that applies to 
you.
I like to play outdoors. yes no sometimes
I watch T.V. every day. yes no sometimes
I play with toys pretending they are “alive”. yes no sometimes
I write stories and poems at home. yes no sometimes
I play with Legos, puzzles, blocks, etc. yes no sometimes
I do chores in the house, like make my bed. yes no sometimes
I build forts, tree houses or “clubhouses”. yes no sometimes
I play video games. yes no sometimes
I take care of pets or farm animals. yes no sometimes
I take music lessons. yes no sometimes
I read books at home. yes no sometimes
I play sports like soccer, baseball, football. yes no sometimes
I build “inventions” out of odds and ends. yes no sometimes
I have “secret codes” with my friends yes no sometimes
I’m bored when there is nothing to do. yes no sometimes
My dad plays with me. yes no sometimes
I do yard work or farm chores yes no sometimes
I like to put on plays. yes no sometimes
I like to draw and color. yes no sometimes
I like to cook. yes no sometimes
I have a hideout or a secret place. yes no sometimes
I collect things like rocks, shells, cards, etc. yes no sometimes
I watch videos every day. yes no sometimes
I have imaginary friends or animals. yes no sometimes
I am afraid of the dark. yes no sometimes
I take dancing lessons. yes no sometimes
My mom plays with me. yes no sometimes
Please write vour verv favorite th im  to do: (It could be something that’s not on this list.)
Thanks for your help!
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A d o l e s c e n t / A d u l t  Q u e s t io n n a ir e
Personal Past Experience Survey
This is an educational study on childhood pastimes. Please circle your age group 
and rate your participation in the following activities. Please do not sign your name. 
Thank you for your input.
Age: 13-17 18-30 31-50 
As a young child, I did the following:
I liked to play outdoors: riding bicycles, skating,
51-65 66+
running, etc often sometimes never
I watched T.V. often sometimes never
I played with toys making them talk and “be alive”. often sometimes never
I wrote little stories and poems (outside of school). 
I liked to put together models, puzzles,
often sometimes never
Legos, Lincoln logs, etc. often sometimes never
I did house chores: garbage, dishes, simple cleaning, etc. often sometimes never
I built huts, forts, tree houses, “club houses” etc. 
I liked to play video games, pinball, and
often sometimes never
arcade-type games. often sometimes never
I took care of pets or farm animals. often sometimes never
I had music lessons. often sometimes never
I liked to read books. often sometimes never
I played organized sports such as soccer, baseball, etc often sometimes never
I tended younger siblings often sometimes never
I liked to build “inventions” just out of odds and ends. often sometimes never
Mv dad plaved with me. often sometimes never
My friends and I had “clubs” and “secret codes”. often sometimes never
When there was nothing to do I was bored. often sometimes never
I did outside chores: yard work, farm work, etc often sometimes never
I played with dolls and dollhouses. often sometimes never
I made snow forts.






I played with building blocks. often sometimes never
I put on plays with my friends or siblings. often sometimes never
I liked to read comic books. often sometimes never
I liked to make homemade cards like
Valentines (outside of school). often sometimes never
I created new “recipes” (not necessarily delicious). often sometimes never
I liked to color and draw (outside of school). often sometimes never
I liked to play in hideouts and secret places. often sometimes never
I collected things: rocks, shells, sports cards,
“junk”, etc. often sometimes never
I watched videos. often sometimes never
I liked to do handwork: knit, crochet, boondoggle,
leatherwork, etc. often sometimes never
I liked winter activities: skiing, snowboarding,
ice skating, sledding, etc. often sometimes never
I liked to play “night games” in the summertime. often sometimes never
I created “imaginary friends or animals.” often sometimes never
I went on picnics with my family. often sometimes never
Mv mom plaved with me. often sometimes never
I was afraid of the dark. often sometimes never
I liked to camp out. often sometimes never
I had dancing lessons. often sometimes never
Please describe a very favorite and memorable activity you used do as a young child 
that you don’t or can’t do anymore: (It may or may not be included in the above list) 
(*Note: Ages 13-17 may put a favorite activity that they still may currently do.)
Thanks for your help!
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APPENDIX B 
TABULATED RESULTS OF SURVEYS
Follow ing are the resu lts  o f the generational survey on ch ildhood 
pastim es, as described in  C hapter II. The data are arranged in  two sets, 
the  firs t show ing the responses to a ll e ight key questions according to 
age group, and the  second show ing each question com pared across age 
groups. A  b a r graph figu re  tops each page; a num erica l table comes 
below, show ing percentages o f each response choice.
Due to fo rm a t considerations, the responses “no /som etim es/yes” 
from  the ch ild re n ’s version o f the survey were used th ro u g h o u t as the 
fie lds fo r the data base. Consequently, those term s appear in  the b a r 
graphs fo r a ll age groups. The tables, however, show the responses as 
“neve r/som etim es/o ften ” fo r the adolescent and a d u lt age groups.
A dd itio n a lly , the  percentage to ta ls  in  the  tables do no t add up to 
100% in  a ll instances because o f the round ing  o f num bers and the fact 
th a t n o t every respondent answered every question.
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Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8
Questions
Figure 1. Frequency G raph fo r G roup 1, Age 9
K e y
9 1 -  I w atch TV everyday.
Q2 -  I p lay video games.
9 3 -  I b u ild  “inven tions” o u t o f odds and ends.
9 4 -  I have “secret codes” w ith  m y friends.
9 5 -  I ’m  bored when there is  no th ing  to do.
9 6 -  I have a h ideou t o r a secret place.
9 7 -  I w atch videos everyday.
9 8 -  I have im ag inary friends or anim als.
Table 1. Percentages fo r G roup 1
Gl % 
Age 9 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98
No 28.9 18.07 44.5 51.81 9.64 28.92 39.71 78.31
Sometimes 42.0 26.5 31.33 0.193 0.133 0.048 0.446 0.482
Yes 28.92 55.42 24.10 0.289 77.11 66.27 15.66 16.87
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
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Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 
Questions
Figure 2. Frequency G raph fo r G roup 2, Age 13-17
K e y
As A YOUNG CHILD, I DID THE FOLLOWING:
Q1 -  I watched TV.
9 2 -  I like d  to p lay video games, p in b a ll and arcade-type games.
9 3 -  I like d  to  b u ild  “inven tions” ju s t o u t o f odds and ends.
9 4  -  M y friends and I had “c lubs” and “secret codes.”
9 5  -  W hen there was no th ing  to  do, I was bored.
9 6 -  I like d  to p lay In  h ideouts and secret places.
9 7 -  I w atch  videos.
9 8 -  I created “im ag inary friends or an im als” .
Table 2. Percentages fo r G roup 2
G2 % 
Age 13-17 9 1 9 2 9 3 9 4 9 5 9 6 9 7 9 8
Never 5.10 25.51 34.69 16.33 11.22 8.16 3.06 57.14
Sometimes 61.22 45.92 34.69 42.86 50.00 30.61 47.96 31.63
Often 33.64 28.57 30.61 40.82 38.78 61.22 48.98 11.22
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
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Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8
Questions
Figure 3. Frequency G raph fo r G roup 3, Age 18-30
K e y
AS A YOUNG CHILD, I  DID THE FOLLOWING:
Q1 -  I watched TV.
9 2 -  I like d  to  p lay video games, p in b a ll and arcade-lype games.
9 3 -  I liked  to b u ild  “inven tions” ju s t o u t o f odds and ends.
Q4 -  M y friends and I had “c lubs” and “secret codes.”
9 5  -  W hen there was n o th ing  to  do, I was bored.
9 6 -  I like d  to  p lay in  h ideouts and secret places.
9 7 -  I w atch  videos.
9 8 -  I created “im ag inary friends or an im als” .
Table 3. Percentages fo r G roup 3
G3 % 
Age 18-30 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98
Never 0.00 24.74 40.21 21.65 14.43 1.03 1.03 58.76
Sometimes 59.79 31.11 40.21 44.33 60.82 28.87 56.70 26.80
Often 40.12 8.14 19.59 34.02 24.74 70.10 42.27 14.43
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
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Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 
Questions
Figure 4. Frequency G raph fo r G roup 4, Age 31-50
K e y
As A YOUNG CHILD, I DID THE FOLLOWING:
Q1 -  I watched TV.
9 2 -  I like d  to  p lay video games, p in b a ll and arcade-type games.
9 3 -  I like d  to b u ild  “inven tions” ju s t o u t o f odds and ends.
Q4 -  M y friends and I had “c lubs” and “secret codes.”
95  -  W hen there was n o th ing  to  do, I was bored.
9 6 -  I like d  to  p lay in  h ideouts and secret places.
9 7 -  I w a tch  videos.
9 8 -  I created “im ag inary friends or an im als” .
Table 4. Percentages fo r G roup 4
G4 % 
Age 31-50 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98
Never 5.710 60.00 45.71 17.14 37.14 2.86 74.29 34.29
Sometimes 71.43 28.57 25.71 45.71 51.43 25.71 22.86. 42.86
Often 22.86 11.43. 28.57 37.14 11.43 71.43 2.867 22.86















Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 
Questions
Figure 5. Frequency G raph fo r G roup 5, Age 51-65
K e y
As A YOUNG CHILD, I DID THE FOLLOWING:
Q1 -  I watched TV.
9 2 -  I liked  to  p lay video games, p in b a ll and arcade-type games.
9 3 -  I liked  to  b u ild  “ inven tions” ju s t ou t o f odds and ends.
9 4  -  M y friends and I had “c lubs” and “secret codes.”
9 5  -  W hen there was no th ing  to do, I was bored.
9 6 -  I liked  to  p lay in  h ideouts and secret places.
9 7 -  I w atch videos.
9 8 -  I created “im ag inary friends or an im als” .
Table 5. Percentages fo r G roup 5
G5 % 
Age 51-65 9 1 92 93 94 95 96 97 98
Never 25.71 85.71 37.14 17.14 62.86 2.86 97.14 42.86
Sometimes 65.71 14.29 40.00 48.57 34.29 45.71 2.86 31.43
Often 8.57 0.00 22.86 34.29 2.86 51.43 0.00 25.71





Age 66+ Frequency Graph





Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 
Questions
Figure 6. Frequency G raph fo r G roup 6, Age 66+
Key
AS A YOUNG CHILD, I DID THE FOLLOWING:
Q1 -  I w atched TV.
9 2 -  I like d  to p lay video games, p in b a ll and arcade-type games.
9 3 -  I like d  to b u ild  “inven tions” ju s t ou t o f odds and ends.
9 4  -  M y friends and I had “c lubs” and “secret codes.”
9 5  -  W hen there was no th ing  to do, I was bored.
9 6 -  I like d  to p lay in  h ideouts and secret places.
97 -  I w atch videos.
9 8 -  I created “im ag inary friends or an im als” .
Table 6. Percentages fo r G roup 6
G6 % 
Age 66+ 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98
Never 100.0 100.0 42.86 28.57 28.57 14.29 100.0 45.86
Sometimes 0.001 0.00 42.86 57.14 71.43 71.43 0.00 42.86
Often 0.00 0.00 14.29 14.29 0.00 14.29 0.00 14.29























G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6 
Age Groups
Figure 7. Com parison o f Q1 Am ong G roups 1 - 6
G1 -  G roup 1, Age 9 
G2 -  G roup 2, Age 13 -  17 
G3 -  G roup 3, Age 1 8 - 3 0
K e y
G4 -  G roup 4, Age 31 -  50 
G5 -  G roup 5, Age 5 1 - 6 5  
G6 -  G roup 6, Age 66+
Table 7. Q1 Com parison fo r G roups 1 -  6 in  Percentages
Question
1 G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6
Never 28.9 5.10 0.00 0.00 25.71 100.0
Sometimes 42.0 61.22 59.76 59.79 65.71 0.00
Often 28.92 33.64 40.21 40.21 8.57 0.00
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
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Question 2 Comparison















G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6 
Age Groups
Figure 8. C om parison o f Q2 Am ong G roups 1 - 6
K e y
G1 -  G roup 1, Age 9 G4 -  G roup 4, Age 3 1 - 5 0
G2 -  G roup 2, Age 1 3 - 1 7  G5 -  G roup 5, Age 5 1 - 6 5
G3 -  G roup 3, Age 1 8 - 3 0  G6 -  G roup 6, Age 66+
Table 8. Q2 Com parison fo r G roups 1 -  6 in  Percentages
Question
2 G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6
Never 18.07 25.51 24.74 60.0 85.71 100.0
Sometimes 26.51 45.92 37.11 28.57 14.29 0.00
Often 55.42 28.57 38.14 11.43 0.00 0.00
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
□ Sometimes
Question 3 Comparison













G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6 
Age Groups
Figure 9. Com parison o f Q3 Am ong Groups 1 - 6
K e y
G1 -  G roup 1, Age 9 G4 -  G roup 4, Age 3 1 - 5 0
G2 -  G roup 2, Age 13 -  17 G5 -  G roup 5, Age 51 -  65
G3 -  G roup 3, Age 1 8 - 3 0  G6 -  G roup 6, Age 66+
Table 9. Q3 Com parison fo r G roups 1 -  6 in  Percentages
Question
3 G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6
Never 44.58 34.69 40.21 45.71 37.14 42.86
Sometimes 31.33 34.69 40.21 25.71 40.0 42.86
Often 24.10 30.61 19.59 28.57 22.86 14.29
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G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6
Age Groups
Figure 10. Com parison o f Q4 Am ong G roups 1 - 6
G1 -  G roup 1, Age 9 
G2 -  G roup 2, Age 1 3 - 1 7  
G3 -  G roup 3, Age 18 -  30
Table 10.
K e y
G4 -  G roup 4, Age 3 1 - 5 0  
G5 -  G roup 5, Age 5 1 - 6 5  
G6 -  G roup 6, Age 66+
Q4 Com parison fo r G roups 1 -  6 in  Percentages
Question
4 G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6
Never 51.81 16.33 21.65 17.14 17.14 28.57
Sometimes 0.20 42.86 44.33 45.71 48.57 57.14
Often 0.29 40.82 34.02 37.14 34.29 14.29











Figure 11. Com parison o f Q5 Am ong G roups 1 - 6
K e y
G1 -  G roup 1, Age 9 G4 -  G roup 4, Age 3 1 - 5 0
G2 -  G roup 2, Age 1 3 - 1 7  G5 -  G roup 5, Age 5 1 - 6 5
G3 -  G roup 3, Age 1 8 - 3 0  G6 -  G roup 6, Age 66+
Table 11. Q5 C om parison fo r G roups 1 -  6 in  Percentages
Question
5 G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6
Never 9.64 11.22 14.43 37.14 62.86 28.57
Sometimes 0.13 50.0 60.82 51.43 34.29 71.43
Often 77.11 38.78 24.74 11.43 2.86 0.00
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
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G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6 
Age Groups
Figure 12. Com parison o f Q6 Am ong G roups 1 - 6
K e y
G1 -  G roup 1, Age 9 G4 -  G roup 4, Age 3 1 - 5 0
G2 -  G roup 2, Age 1 3 - 1 7  G5 -  G roup 5, Age 5 1 - 6 5
G3 -  G roup 3, Age 1 8 - 3 0  G6 -  G roup 6, Age 66+
Table 12. Q6 Com parison fo r G roups 1 -  6 in  Percentages
Question
6 G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6
Never 28.92 8.16 1.03 2.86 2.86 14.29
Sometimes 0.05 30.61 28.84 25.71 45.71 71.43
Often 66.27 61.22 70.10 71.43 51.43 14.29




















G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6 
Age Groups
Figure 13. Com parison o f Q7 Am ong G roups 1 - 6
K e y
G1 -  G roup 1, Age 9 G4 -  G roup 4, Age 3 1 - 5 0
G2 -  G roup 2, Age 13 -  17 G5 -  G roup 5, Age 51 -  65
G3 -  G roup 3, Age 1 8 - 3 0  G6 -  G roup 6, Age 66+
Table 13. Q7 C om parison fo r G roups 1 -  6 in  Percentages
Question
7 G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6
Never 39.76 3.06 1.03 74.29 97.14 100.0
Sometimes 0.45 47.96 56.70 22.86 2.86 0.00
Often 15.66 48.98 42.27 2.86 0.00 0.00
Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%
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Question 8 Comparison
I created imaginary friends or animals ”
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G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6 
Age Groups
Figure 14. C om parison o f Q8 Am ong G roups 1 - 6
K e y
G1 -  G roup 1, Age 9 G4 -  G roup 4, Age 3 1 - 5 0
G2 -  G roup 2, Age 13 -  17 G5 -  G roup 5, Age 51 -  65
G3 -  G roup 3, Age 1 8 - 3 0  G6 -  G roup 6, Age 66+
Table 14. Q8 C om parison fo r G roups 1 -  6 in  Percentages
Question
8 G1 G2 G3 G4 G5 G6
Never 78.31 57.14 58.76 34.29 42.86 42.86
Sometimes 0.05 31.63 26.80 42.86 31.43 42.86
Often 16.87 11.22 14.43 22.86 25.71 14.29






SECRET PLACES, AS IMAGINED AND DRAWN 
BY NINTH-GRADE ART STUDENTS
The fo llow ing ten  images are taken from  the a ltered books o f m y 
tw en ty  advanced a rt students from  S pring 2005. The o rig in a l w orks 
were in  various m edia, such as acrylic, collage, m arker, and colored 
pencil. The two-page spreads were photographed and p rin te d  d ig ita lly .
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A SECRET PLACE: FACSIMILES OF PAINTINGS 
AND ACCOMPANYING VERSE
The fo llow ing images derive from  the professional d ig ita l capture o f 
m y pa in tings described in  C hapter IV. The arrangem ent o f the verse tex t 
has been altered here due to fo rm a t considerations on the page. The 
fram ed pa in tings them selves and placard-sized presentations o f the 
accom panying verse were shown p u b lica lly  in  con junction  w ith  the 
creative p a rt o f th is  project.
“So you see, imagination needs 
Moodling long, inefficient, happy idling,
Dawdling and puttering.”
Brenda Ueland
Ponder •  Imagine  • Dream  • Reflect •
83
A Secret Place
Finding silent spaces isn’t easy.
A noisy world clamors relentlessly,
Paralyzing my perceptions.
Roaring obsessions . . .
Technology, tools, toys—a ravenous need to fill the void. 
Complacence spawns unintelligible babble,
Hollow confusion assaults every sensation.
I become a non-entity, a passive receptor 
In a fragmented universe.
Always doing rather than being.
Finding silent spaces isn’t easy.
But when I am weary of inane repetition,
Longing to ban irksome mind chatter,
And sit quietly with no task,
Breathe easily with no apprehension,
Entertain wild ideas not visible before,
Recover something forgotten .. .
When I yearn to lean into magenta, blue, and violet 
Allowing patterns of meaning to wash over 
My original self 
It is then I escape to my secret place 




Countless splinters poked and lodged in my stubby fingers 
As we scrounged the yard for odd slabs of barn wood.
The boards had to be roughly the right size 
Because sawing just never worked out.
Mother would say, “That poor old cottonwood will die 
If you don’t stop hammering so many nails into it.”
It didn’t die. It patiently cradled our palace,
And sighed with satisfaction.
Hand over hand, up the rickety ladder—good,
A perfect branch-handle to grasp . ..
They say the earth and its solar system are located 
In the Milky Way galaxy.
Its spiraling arms contain over one hundred billion stars 
That span all ages. At the speed of light,
It would take five-hundred thousand years to cross it.
Here in our tiny tree house with my flashlight beaming,
I somehow comprehend such vastness.
85
II
My dad said I could use Great-Grandpa’s 
Old calf pens for my huts.
Luckily, my friend Wilson and I 
Spotted some red and blue paint 
On the top shelf in the shed.
The two of us dragged Uncle Jack’s heavy ladder 
Clear across two yards to reach that high place.
It took most of a summer’s day to paint the fronts, 
We sure improved the looks of the place,
Don’t you think?
Mom told me that kind of paint 
Is hard to wash off clothes 
And shoes . . .  and kids.
Hammering nails is a pretty tough job 
And sometimes painful,
But we needed plenty for hanging up 
Our important stuff—things we need 
Like horseshoes, string,
And a perfectly good leather belt 
We found under some rocks.
Wilson and I have big plans for next week. 
Maybe we can find some carpet pieces. 
We’re going to build a table, fix the roof, 
And get more rope . . .
Oh, and we’ll make a place 
To keep the Band-Aids.
8 6
III
It’s a good idea to be best friends with a very old tree. 
You’ll not find anyone who listens as intently 
Or who shares such quiet, wise advice.
Be still—you’ll be regaled 
With ageless tales and secrets.
Sidle up against her wizened trunk 
And search the soil for treasures.
Pine cones, pebbles, miniscule, crawly creatures. 
Sheltered beneath her generous pine needle petticoats 
I create an entire village with roads, a railroad track, 
Houses—even a church with a steeple.
Acorn people clothed in leaves dwell here.
If I pull in the hose, they can play in rivers,
Or playfully float tiny boats on their lakes.
Sometimes, I carefully ascend 
Her spiral bough staircase 
To a perch high above,
Where I share the old tree’s timeless view 
Of an ordinary world.
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IV
I've survived many wild nights 
Tucked snugly away in here 
With only the necessary provisions,
Black licorice and potato chips.
Warm, dusty, woolen rug smells soothe and calm 
Jittery trepidation into anxious bravery.
Yes, nights that would even terrify tough old Uncle John. 
Gales whip dry leaves into a frenzied dance,
Tree limbs lash helplessly about,
Beating mercilessly against the houses.
Thunder cracks unexpectedly,
Sending a jagged shudder to my core.
What exhilaration!
All my stuffed animals scurried for shelter long ago;
Even the jungle birds and crickets have fallen silent 




Once Dallin stacked the hay wrong
So the whole pile tumbled into an enormous,
Awkward mountain.
No one put it back. What a bother it was at first,
To stumble over the bales
That blocked the path to the cow’s stall.
But then I spied an opening just the right size 
To crawl into.
Prickly hay down my shirt was unbearable,
But quickly forgotten 
When I heard a small sound.
Tiny muffled mews softly reached my ears 
From within the dim, dusty spaces.
Abandoned and very hungry, that little kitten 
Became one of my best pals.
The giant heap remained for a time 
And we all became mountain goats 
Endlessly clambering up and down 
The lumpy landscape.
Our frivolous world of hills and caverns
Slowly vanished
As the hay was gradually used,
And our barn was never quite the same, 
For the jumble was eventually replaced 
With a vacant hole of neatly stacked bales.
VI
A late-summer chokecherry-picking excursion 
Led me to an unexpected tangle of undergrowth 
That beckoned me to enter a natural breach in the copse. 
I entered a dark, cool world—backlit and dappled 
Amid August’s white-hot glare.
I took off my shoes and let my bare toes revel 
In soft, loose soil.
Feeling somewhat guilty for abandoning my mission
I nevertheless found myself
Drawing lazy circles in the dirt with a stick,
Daydreaming of nothing in particular;
Hearing the gentle drone of an occasional insect,
And a distant chorus of meadowlarks.
A solitary ant burdened with a load twice its size 
Caught my eye as it 
Struggled over a pebble near my foot 
Then trudged laboriously onward.
Powerless to leave this placid interlude 
I relaxed against a fallen branch 
Effortlessly drinking in an unfamiliar harmony.
Thoughts arose with remarkable lucidity 
And I began to appreciate subtle details,
Patterns, and dimensions of my own presence 
Like a glistening lost treasure.
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VII
Watching snowflakes fall is much like 
Gazing into a flickering fire near the hearth.
A first glance belies a repetitious image 
But further scrutiny reveals 
A constant rhythmic renewal 
Complete, subtly unique, never tiresome.
Thoreau wrote,
“A man’s life should be as fresh as a river.
It should be the same channel 
But a new water every instant.”
At times I am utterly blank.
I fear these internal droughts where nothing blooms, 
Where heavy, sluggish mud oozes around my ankles 
Forcing immobility and self-imposed inferiority.
It is then I must stop speaking, look slowly,
Alter my angle of vision,
Trust my senses to rebuild, reinvent.
Then, a whisper of fresh possibilities,
Like wisps of smoke
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